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Chet Coleman never saw the dump truck coming as he drove along Interstate 44, just west of downtown St. Louis, near the Grand Avenue overpass.  The truck swerved to miss a collision caused by the driver’s own error in judgment, and drove right over the car driven by Chet.

Before driving over Chet’s car, the dump truck had rear-ended it, and spun it around.  Consequently, Helen, Chet’s wife, was suddenly on the side nearest the truck, was crushed, and killed instantly.  Chet was in little better shape, as his right arm was crushed and all but ripped off his shoulder, and a piece of torn metal went through his left eye and on into his brain.  Neither was aware they had even been hit, the accident having happened with such violent and sudden force.

Soon after several emergency vehicles arrived, the unconscious Chet, and deceased Helen, were removed from Chet’s car, and taken to a nearby hospital.  At the hospital, Helen was pronounced dead on arrival, and Chet was rushed into the emergency operating room.

Helen’s purse had been recovered from the wreck.  Her cell phone was smashed nearly as badly as she had been and was totally useless.  Chet’s cell phone somehow survived.  Soon Chet’s son, Dave (who was #1 on Chet’s cell phone), was contacted, and told of the situation.  In minutes, Dave and his wife June were on their way to the hospital  On the way they discussed who else they should contact, and decided to wait until they had further information—having not been told Helen was dead, only that there had been a very serious accident, and both Helen and Chet had been brought to the hospital by ambulance. 

When Dave and June arrived at the hospital, they were taken to a bench well past the visitor’s waiting room, on the floor of the emergency operating rooms.  Dave noticed they had bypassed the waiting room, but said nothing, as they were told the doctor would be with them shortly.  

Left alone on the bench, Dave glanced at June.  “That gal said, ‘Shortly,’ so I’m thinking we wait a bit before calling the boys...or at least Hank.”

June nodded.  “I’ll go ahead and call Tom.  He’s got a two-hour drive to get here.  May as well get him on the road.”

“Yeah, okay.  You did notice we aren’t in the visitor’s waiting room with those other folks, didn’t you?  They’re in nice comfortable chairs, and we sit on a park bench.”

“Yes, dear.  Don’t get your bowels in an uproar.  I’m sure there’s a reason.”

“Yeah...you say so.  Call Tom.”

June smiled, and called their youngest son, Tom.  He was attending school at a liberal arts college in Fulton, Missouri, while his brother Hank was deployed...to where, neither Dave nor June knew.  Hank, like his father, was a graduate of the United States Naval Academy.  Hank had gone on to become a Navy SEAL.  He was now a Lieutenant in the Navy, and was heading a SEAL team in Afghanistan.  The movements of SEAL teams were a closely guarded secret—and while his parents knew he was deployed, they could only guess as to where.  Since Dave was a retired Navy Captain, he had a pretty good idea where his son was, but knew not to ask when speaking to Hank via the satellite phones they both had. 

Tom was in class when he felt his phone vibrate.  He glanced at it and saw it was his mother calling.  Since she never called during the school day, he got up, quickly left the room, and answered, “Hi, mom.  I’m in class...or at least was, when the phone went off.”

“Sorry to bother you in school, Tom, but grandma and grandpa Coleman were in—the little we’ve been told—what seems to have been a serious accident.  We have no information on their condition as yet, but do know grandpa is in the emergency operating room.  Dad and I think it would be a good idea for you to head this way as soon as you can.”  She told him which hospital.

“Sure, mom.  On my way.  Love you.”

“I love you, too, son.  See you when you get here.  As soon as we know something, dad or I will call you back.  Don’t forget to bring Bobby, too.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

As soon as he got off the call, Tom rushed to make arrangements to absent himself from school due to the emergency.  He also made arrangements for Bobby Joiner to join him.  Bobby’s mother, Megan, worked for Chet and Helen.  She was officially—as called by Chet—the Senior Homemaker of the Coleman Residence, but, in fact, was by now a close friend of the family.  She had been originally hired to clean the Coleman home, do laundry, and occasionally cook.  Megan had come to the Coleman’s after her husband had died suddenly, and left her in a financial mess.  She had responded to an ad run by Helen for a housecleaner.  She soon became more, and Helen considered her a friend rather than an employee.  When Megan knew she couldn’t keep her home, she sold it to pay off all her bills.  With less than thirty days to find a place to live for herself and two sons, she asked for a few days off to look for a place.  Helen was outraged Megan had kept the depth of her problems to herself, and insisted Megan and her sons move into the Coleman home—at least until Megan could sort out her situation.  By agreement of all concerned, she had only recently moved out...some ten years later.  The upshot of that arrangement was Hank and Tom Coleman, and Ed and Bobby Joiner grew up together as something very close to brothers, since Dave and June lived next door to Chet and Helen.  

By the time Megan moved in with her new boyfriend, Bobby was at the same school as Tom, and her oldest son, Ed, had graduated from the Naval Academy in the same class as Hank.  Chet—a retired Navy Master Chief Radioman—joked that his semi-adopted grandson had gone over to the “dark side,” as Ed had gone into the Marine Corps from the Academy. 

Within twenty minutes of the call from his mother, Tom had made arrangements for his and Bobby’s absence from school, and had rounded up Bobby.  As they walked to where their cars were parked, Tom grumbled, “You drive.  My car isn’t up to it.”

Bobby joked, “I told you not to try and tune your own car, Tom.”

“Never mind.  Just drive.”

“And grandpa told you the same thing.”

“Will you quit?”

Both of the Joiner boys had long since taken to calling Chet and Helen grandpa and grandma, with the approval of both the Colemans and their mother.  The boy’s real grandmother on Megan’s side of the family had been widowed at an early age, had remarried some time back, and moved to Kentucky with her new husband.  The boys only saw her once or twice a year, and saw even less of their father’s parents, who lived in Oregon.  

***
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By the time Tom and Bobby were on the road, Dave and June were less than patiently waiting on information.  Finally a doctor and nurse came out of the operating room down the hall from them.  About halfway to Dave and June, the doctor stopped and looked at the nurse with him.  “You wait here, until I have a chance to talk to them.”

The nurse grinned, and asked, “Don’t want me to learn bedside manner from the great man?”

“It’s not ‘bedside’—and you’re not funny.  If you weren’t such a damn good E.R. nurse, I’d kick your butt.”

“Yes, doctor.”

The doctor was chuckling as he walked off.  When he reached Dave and June, he asked, “Are you Mr. and Mrs. Coleman?  I’m Doctor J.P. Pulaski.”

Dave held out his hand.  “My wife’s name is June, and mine is Dave.”

June joked, “Or grumpy Captain.”

Dr. Pulaski tilted his head slightly, and Dave sighed.  “Navy, retired.  And Dave is fine, in spite of my funny companion.”

Dr. Pulaski’s eyes opened a bit further, and he asked, “Captain Dave Coleman, the national hero?”

Dave chuckled.  “Maybe in some quarters...but not with the liberal Democrats or their lackeys the liberal media.  Retired a Captain after the Democrats in the Senate made it clear I’d never get my Admiral’s star.”

“Well, sir, it’s my honor to meet you.  I’m part of the crowd—who I think includes most of America—thinking of you as a hero.”

“Thank you.”

Dave had been the Captain of a Navy Cruiser that was approached by three Iranian gunboats in the Gulf of Oman.  With visions of the USS Cole in his mind, he had ordered the Iranian vessels to stand off, and not get any nearer his ship.  They had ignored him, and came on at the ship.  Captain Coleman ordered shots fired across the bow of the three Iranian ships.  When that didn’t deter them, he issued one more warning.  When the Iranians continued toward his ship, Dave ordered his defensive batteries to fire for effect.  Less than five minutes later, Iran had three ships headed for the bottom of the sea.  Dave had followed all procedures properly, and was applauded by every man and woman in the Navy—as well as most of the country.  The liberals were less pleased.

Dr. Pulaski nodded.  “You’re welcome.  Now I hate to be abrupt, but I’ll soon be needed back in surgery.  I assume you’ve been informed your mother is dead, Captain.”

Dave sucked in a breath, as did June.  Then Dave shook his head.  “No—we were only told there had been a serious accident, and both my parents were brought here.”

“I’m so sorry to spring it on you that way.  You should have been told.  Your mother was killed instantly in the accident, and your father is in serious condition.  Serious, but not critical.  He will live, in all likelihood.  However, he has a crushed right arm, and a piece of metal penetrated one eye and lodged in his brain.  As we speak, the brain trauma is being dealt with, the metal having been removed.  By all rights, his arm should be amputated at the shoulder.  However, there is an option...one that carries a good deal of risk.”

Dave said, “Explain, please.”

“The risk is not to your father...it’s to me and my reputation.  Thanks in large part to a twenty million dollar grant given to me by an individual who wishes to see my research completed successfully—I’ve nearly perfected what I’ve been working on.  My original thrust was to improve on the existing prosthesis situation.  One of my lower leg prostheses was purchased by the man who now funds my research.  He had a lady friend, a Marine, who lost a leg in Iraq.  I have a contact...now a friend...near Los Angeles who took my prosthesis, and did a wonderful job of encasing it in what appears to be real skin.  With hard work, the lady now moves around just like you and me—and, in most cases, no one even knows she is wearing a prosthesis.  

“With the research funding I’ve received, I’ve expanded into the bionic arena.  My test cases on a few animals have been totally successful.  However, none of the bionic items I’ve developed has yet been approved for use on humans.  With your permission—and guarantee of silence of what I’ve done—I’d like to try reconstructing your father’s arm—and eye—with what I’ve developed.  

June asked, “Sorta make dad a guinea pig?”

Dave grumbled, “Do it.  I guess the worst that can happen is he winds up with a glass eye and a normal prosthesis, if it doesn’t work...right?”

“Yes...um...with a good deal of additional pain involved, I’m afraid.  The rehabilitation process is not going to be a walk in the park.”

Dave nodded.  “I repeat, do it.”

“Fine, the nurse standing down the hall a bit has papers for you to sign.  I’m going back into the operating room.  Thank you for the trust.”

Dave nodded again.  “Thank you for giving Dad a chance to keep his arm...or at least a part of it.  How much of his own arm will you keep?”

“Most of the muscle and tendon tissue.  The only bones we’ll be able to save are his elbow and most of his hand.  Everything else is crushed too badly to be saved.”

June smiled, faintly.  “Good luck, Doctor Pulaski—and thanks for at least trying.”

Dr. Pulaski smiled.  “Since Dave was nice enough to introduce you by your first names, ‘J.P.’ will do.  In the coming months, we’ll be seeing a good deal of each other, so we may as well be casual.  Now, I really must get back to the operating room.”

As he spoke, Dr. Pulaski gave a head nod to the nurse, who hurried forward with the paperwork to be signed, as the doctor headed off toward the operating room.

Once Dave had signed, and been given a copy of what he had just signed, the nurse left them and Dave sighed.  “Okay, you call Tom.  I’m betting he’s got Bobby with him.  I’ll call Hank and Ed.”

June asked, “What about Megan?”

“You...or I will, if I get through with Hank and Ed first.”

***
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Tom and Bobby were well on their way when the call came from Tom’s mother.  Tom listened as she talked, then told her they would be there in less than two hours, after confirming Bobby was with him and, in fact, driving.  Once off the call with his mother, Tom reached over and gave Bobby’s arm a squeeze, and told him what he had just learned.  Both young men had tears in their eyes as they discussed the situation.  Both knew Helen had less than two months of life left before the accident.  She was suffering from terminal cancer, and had been in a great deal of pain.  Both agreed, while tough on the family, she was spared a good deal of pain in the short time she still had to live.  

***
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Hank felt and heard the vibrator on his phone go off.  He sighed, reached down to his belt, and turned it off.  Then he glanced at the Marine Gunnery Sergeant crouched a few feet away, and grinned.  They and eight other SEALs were well hidden above several Taliban terrorists, just inside Pakistan.  Hank knew full well his phone should have been shut off.  In the still of the mountain region they were in, sound traveled far, and even the buzzing of the vibrator of his phone could be easily heard by the Gunnery Sergeant. 

Hank had just been ready to order the start of their planned attack when the phone buzzed.  Now, he took a deep breath, sighed, and whispered into his communication set, “Commence.”

Even as he whispered, he squeezed off his own silenced shot.  His target was the leader of the Taliban group.  Hank intentionally hit the man in the area of his knee, then aimed again, and hit his other knee.  Next he fired and hit the terrorist in the shoulder.  By the time he fired that shot, eighteen of the Taliban were down—most of those down were dead.  In a matter of less than a minute, the seven other terrorists were also hit.  The team started looking for any still moving, and those few received additional shots to finish them off.  

The leader of the terrorist group had only been wounded, so he could be questioned.  Sure there was no resistance left in their foe, Hank and the Gunnery Sergeant started down to the scene of the slaughter.  The other eight SEALs held fast, in case the few shots the enemy had gotten off, had attracted the attention of any other terrorists in the area. 

When Hank and his companion reached the floor of the gorge, the Gunnery Sergeant started systematically checking the other terrorists, to make sure they were all dead, while Hank went to the wounded leader.  When he reached him, Hank swore, “Aw, hell, he bled out.  We’ll get no info from him.”

As Hank waved two more of his men down, the Gunnery Sergeant joked, “May as well check your phone then.”

“Gunny, you’re a pain in the ass.”

“Wasn’t my damn phone that made all the racket...sir.”

Hank laughed and took up his phone, saw on the display it was his father calling, and decided to wait on calling him back, until the team had all returned to their ambush positions.  He started the grizzly process of helping the Gunnery Sergeant, and the other two men cut off the heads of the terrorists.  This was only the first step in a three-part plan to ambush a large Taliban/al-Qaida group, believed to be headed their way.  While cutting the heads off was strictly forbidden, Hank and his team had agreed to do so long before the terrorists had arrived.
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Back in Missouri, Megan had arrived at the Coleman home, and went about the chores she and Helen had agreed on to be done that day.  Megan had just put a load of wash in the washer when the phone rang.  It was June, who told her of the accident and the outcome.  Megan replied, “Oh, my God!  Oh, my God!  Oh, my God!  I’m on my way...uh, which hospital?”

When told, Megan grabbed her purse and ran out the door to her car, not even bothering to set the alarm system.  She was ten minutes from the home when she remembered the laundry, and the alarm system.  She muttered under her breath, “Hope nobody robs the place blind...and the hell with the laundry.”

Then she realized she was wearing her work clothes...cut-off jean shorts and a scruffy old t-shirt...from the Naval Academy...the boys had gotten her a few years back.  She decided her legs were good enough to not worry about the shorts—and regardless of its age, the t-shirt was suitable anywhere...well, almost anywhere.

***
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When June got off the call to Megan, she glanced over at Dave, who had just finished the call to Ed, after having been unable to get through to Hank.  They exchanged notes on their calls, and sat to wait.  Neither had any idea the wait was to be as long as it turned out to be.  The accident had happened at just after ten in the morning, and by the time all the calls had been made, it was a bit after noon.

***
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As the heads were being cut off the terrorists killed by the SEAL team lead by Hank, one of the SEALs tossed the portable grappling hook he carried in his backpack over a pre-selected boulder, and shinnied his way up to the top.  As the heads were tossed up to him, he started placing the heads in rows atop the boulder.  He did his best to place them so they could be seen from the ground.  When all the heads were placed on the boulder, he lowered himself to the ground and freed his grappling hook.

Next, several of the SEALs used cans of cooking spray and sprayed all around the boulder.  The spray, as well as their supply of claymore mines, was given to them by two men who had met the team.  (Those two wore cam-os without insignia, save for a small snake on their sleeves, and were long-since gone.)  Finished spraying, and sure no one could now climb up, all but two of the SEALs returned to their places of concealment.  

Those two men started laying a minefield that would be remote controlled.  The mines to be set off, if and when, they lured the large band of terrorists they came after into their trap.  

Only then did Hank take out his cell phone, and turn it back on.  He soon found that, in addition to the call from his father, Ed Joiner had also called.  Sure Ed was calling to inform him Ed had been promoted to Major, before Hank made Lieutenant Commander, he called Ed first, feeling his father might be calling with the same news, and wanting to get it from Ed. 

Since Hank and Ed had graduated from the Naval Academy at the same time, they had wagered five dollars per promotion as to who would get promoted the quickest.  The last round had gone to Hank, as he had made Lieutenant three months before Ed had made Captain in the Marine Corps.  While both were in line for their next promotion, Ed had the inside track on making it first, since he had a Bronze Star to go with a Purple Heart.  The medals were earned when Captain Joiner, a Force Recon Marine, went back under heavy fire, picked up a wounded Marine under his command, and was wounded himself as he retreated to safety, with the originally wounded Marine under his arm.

Ed saw who was calling, and immediately asked, “You talked to your Dad yet?”

“No.  What’s up?  Is it grandma?”

“Yeah, Hank, but not the way we expected.”

Ed then told Hank what Dave had told him.  He added, “As you know, since I’m not a blood relative, no way I can get back for the funeral.  Well, I guess I could if I had your dad make a big fuss about it, but I’m due to go back out shortly, and I just got put in charge of two companies...which, I guess, means I’m due shortly for Major, since it’s a Major’s posting.  Anyhow, I laid out the plans for it, and really should go with the guys.”

“Understood.  No way I can go back either, Ed.  Over a beer a year from now, I’ll tell you why, off the record.”

“Gotcha.  I gotta go.  Call your dad.  And take care of yourself.”

“You, too, hero.”

“Crap, goodbye.”

“So long, bro.”

Hank then called his father, and told him he had talked to Ed.  After the two men talked for a few minutes, Hank explained he wouldn’t be able to make the funeral, but told his father he couldn’t tell him why.  Dave understood, wished his son well before ending the call, and explaining to June that Hank wouldn’t be coming to the funeral and why...based on what he hadn’t been told by his son.  He had told her earlier Ed wouldn’t be making it for the funeral either.

***
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Dave, June, Megan, Tom, and Bobby were all still waiting at two the following morning, when Dr. Pulaski came out to greet them.  The five had been moved to a more comfortable area, but still away from all other visitors at the hospital.  After the doctor had been introduced to those he hadn’t already met, he sighed, and took a deep breath.  “I think we were successful.  Won’t know how successful for days...maybe weeks.  He’s been in ICU recovery for over an hour.  We’ve been monitoring what we can, and he should be coming up for air shortly.  If you all follow me, we’ll wait together.”

Dave patted the doctor on the back.  “I bet you could use a nap.”

Dr. Pulaski laughed.  “I’ll sleep for a week when I hit the sack.”

***
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Twenty minutes after the group reached Chet’s bed, he slowly started moving a bit, then opened his right eye, as his left eye and most of his head was well bandaged.  His mouth was very dry, and he found he couldn’t talk.  A nurse quickly gave him a sip of water, and he slowly and softly muttered, “This can’t be a good thing.  What happened?”

Dave moved to his left side, took his hand, and asked, “You can’t remember anything?”

“Last thing I remember was driving along 44, just past the Grand overpass.  Then I come to and see you all standing there, like you expect me to be dead.”

Dave glanced at Dr. Pulaski, who gave a gentle nod of the head, then began telling his father what he knew of the accident, and of the death of Helen.  At that point in the conversation, Chet closed his good eye, and opened it with moisture in it.  “Tough on us, but probably a blessing for Helen.  Poor thing was in so much pain...her pain is over now.”

Dave nodded, told his father the consensus was his mother had died instantly, and probably never even knew something was amiss before she died. When he finished, Dr. Pulaski asked everyone but Dave to leave the room for a few minutes.  He briefly told Chet about the operation and what he’d attempted to do...without going into great detail.  Finished, he added, “Mr. Coleman...”

Chet interrupted, “Chet is fine, doc.  Unless you want to try on ‘Master Chief.’  Naw, Chet’s fine.  Go on.”

“Good.  In which case, I’m J.P.  Or ‘Jeep’ to my close friends—which I have an idea we’ll become before your rehab is completed.  You’re stuck seeing a great deal of me for the next several months...house calls for the most part.”

“You’ll get kicked out of the doctor’s union for that.”

“Maybe, but I’ll risk it.”

Chet asked what Dave had thought to ask, but decided against it, “What’s the ‘J.P.’ stand for?”

Dr. Pulaski smiled.  “Jasper Percy...and I only tell real good friends that.”

Chet tried to nod, felt a shooting pain, and decided nodding was something he’d not try again soon. “Can understand the J.P., Jeep.”

“Yeah, well...okay, now for a little experiment.  Please move your little finger on your right hand for me.”

Chet tried to move the digit, without success.  Dr. Pulaski urged him to try again.  On the second try, the tip of the finger quivered.  Hiding his excitement, Dr. Pulaski asked him to try the next finger, and the next.  When all four fingers had moved to some degree, the thumb was tried.  When that met with success also, Dr. Pulaski let out a long, audible sigh.  “We may have succeeded.  But, that’s all for now...after you have a few minutes with your family, go ahead and get some rest.  After I catch a catnap, I’ll come back, and we can go into detail about what’s in front of you.  Dave, after everyone gets some time with Chet, try to hold it down to one or two folks in here at once, so he can get some rest.”

“Right—thanks, Jeep.”

On his way out of the room, Dr. Pulaski told the others to go on back in.  All chatted for a while, until Chet yawned and the others got the hint.  As they all left, Dave patted his good hand.  “See you in a bit, Dad.”

“Don’t hurry.”

Dave chuckled as he went into the hallway with the others.  After talking a few minutes, it was decided Tom and Bobby should return to school, until time for Helen’s funeral.  Dave suggested June and Megan go home to get some rest, and he would stay around the hospital for the time being.  After those four left, Dave returned to his father’s room, sat in a less-than-comfortable chair, and was sound asleep in less than five minutes.

***
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It was midday before Dr. Pulaski returned.  By then, Chet was awake, had eaten a small lunch, and Dave had gone to the hospital cafeteria, and had a bite to eat as well.  Chet and Dave were talking when the doctor returned.  After checking vital signs and giving Chet a once over, the three men talked for a while, with the doctor outlining the rehab program Chet would follow.  During that portion of the conversation, Dr. Pulaski said, “You’re in excellent shape, for a man your age, Chet.  In fact, I’m less than half your age, and in worse shape.  How’d you manage?”

“Helen.  She was diagnosed with terminal cancer a little over five years ago.  We were told she had six to twelve months to live.  She was determined not to go out without a fight.  So she emptied her large sewing room, and we bought some exercise equipment—good stuff.  To keep her company and encourage her, I started working out with her.  About two years ago, she started slowing down due to increasing pain, but I was in the habit by then, and kept on with the routine I’d developed.  She finally gave up entirely about two months ago, but encouraged me to keep on.  Said I wanted to be in good shape when I went looking for a replacement for her...like that’s gonna happen.”

“Well, your condition is certainly going to help you in your rehab efforts.  I’m not going to sugarcoat it for you, Chet.  You face a long and, at times, painful rehab...and there’s no guarantee this will even work.  Part of the process is to get normal tissue of yours to meld with the gadgets I put in there.”

“Gadgets, he says yet.  Must say, Jeep, you don’t sound like any other doctor I’ve ever talked to.  How’d you keep being a human being while going through doctor’s school?”

“That’s ‘medical school,’ not ‘doctor’s school.’  And to answer your question, I was a chiropractor first.  My dad’s a chiropractor—and he nearly crapped his pants when I told him I wanted to go to medical school.  Even then I had the prosthesis bit running around in my head...though not bionics, just then.”

Dave asked, “I’ve heard about some of the advances with bionics, so why is your work on dad so secret?”

“Because, for one thing—the main thing, as I mentioned—I have no approval to use my methods or materials on humans.  Actually, three of my prototypes are in your father.  He was in such excellent shape—never mind his age—and his injuries fit what I had in mind so well, I just thought this is a golden opportunity to give it a try.”

Chet smiled.  “Sorta make me a guinea pig.”

Dr. Pulaski cleared his throat, and smiled.  “I went over that ground with Dave before I proceeded.  But to answer you directly—yeah, that’s exactly what you are.  May I call you ‘pig’ for short?”

“Only if you want me to bust your balls.”

Megan walked in as the three men were laughing, looked at Chet, then at Dr. Pulaski.  “Way to go doctor—you fixed him.”  As she spoke, she doubled up her fist, made a punching motion in the air, and spun half way around.  

The three men chuckled at the tiny redhead, and her antics.  Chet joked, “Careful, little miss ball of fire—you’ll hurt yourself.”

“I may be a midget amongst all you giants, but I have good balance.”

Megan had long been teased—by Chet, in particular—about her size.  She stood barely five foot, three inches, and all the Coleman and Joiner men were at least five feet eleven.  Dave was the only one less than six feet, and Hank’s six feet, three inches was the tallest.  Even the two Coleman women towered over her...Helen being nearly five feet, ten inches, and June being only an inch or so shorter.  As Megan made her comment about “giants,” she noticed Dr. Pulaski was just a bit taller than Dave.  

Dr. Pulaski cleared his throat.  “Back to the topic at hand, if I may.  Tomorrow or the next day—probably day after tomorrow—I’ll have the physical therapist I want you to use drop by.  We’ll lay out your rehab program at then.  Okay, Chet?”

“Sure.  Sooner we start, sooner I can see how well your ‘gadgets’ work.”

“Good.  Now let’s try moving our fingers again.”

Chet joked, “You first.”

“Sorry, bad habit I’m trying to break.  Let’s see how you do moving your fingers, now that you’ve had some rest.”

Chet obliged, and found it much easier to move all four fingers and his thumb, than it had been earlier.  When he finished, Dr. Pulaski asked him to do it again, and when he finished, the doctor nodded.  “Okay, good.  You might do that every so often when you’ve got nothing better to do.  Starts to hurt—or you start to have trouble—back off for a while.”

Chet just nodded, as Megan sighed.  “Oh, I almost forgot, Chet.  I was so excited to see you laughing, and being alive for sure.  June has things arranged...for Helen’s funeral.  The wake will be day after tomorrow, and the funeral the following day.”

“Okay.  Will you bring my dark blue suit around, and a white shirt?  Guess we’ll have to make some alterations, ‘cause I doubt I’ll be walking or able to get the shirt and suit jacket on properly with this arm.”

Dr. Pulaski held up his hand.  “Hold on, there.  You’re not going anywhere.  You’ll be here in the hospital for at least a week, maybe two.”

Chet sighed, and looked sternly at the doctor.  “Look here, Jasper.  I was married to my wonderful woman for over fifty years—fifty-four, to be exact—and if you think I’m not going to her wake and funeral, you’re just a silly old ass.”

Before Dr. Pulaski could respond, Dave butted in, “Jeep, he must like you to let you off with ‘a silly old ass.’  I would have expected much sterner language.”

The doctor put his hand to his face, rubbed it down and off his face, and sighed.  “Okay.  But I’ll organize your movements to and from the hospital, and at the two sad events.  I’ll also be right there with a nurse.”

“Good—that’s settled.  All other matters relating to my health are in your hands, and I’ll follow the program as ordered by you.  One question, just how much is all this gonna cost me?”

“Nothing—beyond what your insurance covers.  Nothing for my time and the ‘gadgets’.”

Chet grinned.  “You work cheap.”
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The wake and funeral went well, as everyone marveled at June making the special arrangements on such short notice.  The crowd at the wake, and fine attendance at the funeral, were due, in part, to Helen’s vast array of friends, and those who knew and respected Chet.  On retiring from the Navy, Chet had gone to work for St. Louis County, to assist their communication system.  He helped the County Police and the various police forces of the surrounding municipalities in being able to communicate with each other, and the various fire department districts of the area.  When he retired from the job, he was given a retirement party second to none in the St. Louis area.  Most of those he had come in contact with during those years—and those in the area from his Navy days—felt obligated to attend either the wake, the funeral, or both.

When Dr. Pulaski saw Chet back in his bed after the funeral, he let out a silent sigh since nothing had gone awry during the two events.  He was even more relieved when Chet asked, “Okay, Jeep, where is this therapist of yours?  I’ll not dishonor Helen by moping around, feeling sorry for myself.  Let’s get on with it.”

***
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In Pakistan, just after his grandmother had been laid to rest, one of Hank’s men saw what they had been looking for.  “The rats finally come to the cheese.  Three scouts far ahead of the main force, which is just now coming into view.”

“Good, it’s about time.  A couple more days out here, and some of you guys may have revolted on me.  Keep an eye on them...might let me know when you feel comfortable with a total count.”

“Right...and you’re right about pending revolts.”

Hank smiled, and settled back for the wait.  He wondered if his plan would succeed.  The intelligence they had indicated an advance party of about ten to twelve men would come first, followed in five days or less by the main force.  He had anticipated there would be some scouts sent out in front of the main body of terrorists, so it came as no surprise.  The fact there had been twenty-six men in the advance party, rather than ten or twelve, was only mildly concerning.  He only hoped the main force didn’t exceed the expected one hundred to one hundred fifty expected.  The minefield laid out would easily eliminate a force of such size, save a few stragglers who could be taken out by his men.  Even a force of up to two hundred could probably be dealt with.  More would prove to be a bit of a problem, since there were only so many who could fit into the minefield, as presently set out.

The cut-off heads would hopefully cause the terrorists to lose whatever discipline they might have from their pathetic training.  The idea about the heads had come to him from a friend who had graduated from the Naval Academy, along with Hank and Ed Joiner.  Like Ed—Billy Garcia—the friend, was also a Marine—and, like Hank, he was also a SEAL.  Billy had suddenly disappeared from the SEAL headquarters he was assigned to.  Only a chance meeting at the Exchange at Camp Pendleton had given Hank a partial explanation.  Billy had taken a few days off, visiting his parents near Los Angeles, and had driven down to Pendleton to buy some things at the Exchange.  At the time, Hank and his team had been back in the United States for a period of R&R.  Over a drink, after both men finished their shopping, Billy told Hank he was working with a special, multi-service team...a team he could tell Hank next to nothing about, though Hank came away from the meeting convinced the CIA was somehow involved.  He had learned a very rich former Marine Major was somehow involved, as far as logistical support.  It was the retired Marine who first told, then showed Billy, that cutting off heads could incite the terrorists into stupid actions.  Since the various terrorist organizations made such a big deal of cutting off heads of journalists, military prisoners, and other prisoners, the thought was they might be subject to severe psychological trauma having the same done to their cohorts. 

When Hank broached the idea to his team, they all agreed to give it a try, knowing full well if such a practice ever seeped out to the liberal media, the fat would be in the fire.  The ten members of Hank’s team had all but taken a blood oath to keep quiet...forever...on the subject of decapitating fallen terrorist fighters. 

As all those thoughts were running through Hank’s mind, the man who had reported the sighting of the approaching terrorists grumbled, “Hank, we may have a problem.  There’s gotta be three hundred or more of these bastards.”

“Thanks for ruining my day, pal.  How long before we’ll be able to see the scouts from down here?”

“Anytime now.  Oh, hell...another trailing group of about fifty more just came into sight.  You think this’ll work with that many?”

“If it doesn’t, we’re all likely to be dead...well, except for you two up there and our ground team.  Would depend on how fast the four of you can run.  The six of us down here in the middle are in the soup if the whole damned batch of them don’t go balls to the wall after Tanker and Juan.”

The “Tanker” and “Juan” Hank referred to were the other two Marines on his team—besides the Gunnery Sergeant who had ribbed him about the cell phone.  They were deployed on the canyon floor, about a hundred yards past the minefield.  Hank and the five SEALs with him were part way up the canyon, with the man he had been speaking were far up, near the summit.  

The five men with Hank, of course, could hear the ongoing conversation, and knew they were in extreme danger if the trap didn’t take out a large majority of the enemy in the minefield.  There was simply nowhere to run for the six in the middle.  To a man, they trusted Hank’s instincts.  When he decided to go on with the ambush, they steeled themselves for what was to come.

When the three scouts reached the boulder with the heads on it, they went nearly insane in rage.  They immediately tried to climb up on the boulder, with a total lack of success.  Hank calmly muttered, “I’ve got the one nearest the main force,” as he carefully lined up his shot, then added, “Now.”

The other two terrorists died instantly.  Hank aimed at a point he hoped was just below the left testicle of his target.  His intent was to slightly wound the man on his inside upper thigh.  He succeeded in part.  His shot did hit the man in the thigh, but also clipped the testicle.  The terrorist screamed in agony and fell to the ground, clutching his wounded testicle.  Wanting to get the man headed back to the main force, Hank took aim again and fired a shot that clipped the man in his left arm, since the left hand was holding the throbbing testicle.  That caused the man to overcome his pain, and realize his life was in danger...serious danger.  He jumped up to see Tanker and Juan firing in his direction.  They had been instructed to kick up rock and dirt near the man, but not hit him.  In short order, the man was running, while trying to clutch his testicle with his right hand.  The ten SEALs thought it one of the funniest sights they had ever seen.

When the man reached the main force of terrorists, he quickly told the group’s leader about the heads, and about his two companions being dead.  Word of the severed heads soon circulated down the ranks and, without waiting for orders, the entire force raced forward.  

Long before they arrived, Tanker and Juan had run down to the fallen terrorists, cut their heads off, and run back to their hiding place, carrying the heads—which were discarded.  The feeling of the team was two more heads on the boulder really weren’t needed.

When the first batch of the main force reached the boulder, many of the men started trying to get up to the heads...without success.  They tried boosting one man up from the shoulders of another in the group...without success.  

By the time most of the enemy force arrived, Hank took a deep breath and sighed.  “Tanker, Juan, do your thing—and pray.”

Tanker looked at Juan, nodded, and the two Marine SEALs stood in clear view.  They started shooting into the mass of terrorists, while the other SEALs held their fire.  Forgetting any limited knowledge they had of tactics, the terrorists started running in the direction of Tanker and Juan.  Those two took off on the dead run to a previously chosen spot to make a stand.

Hank muttered, “Gunny, your call.  Start the mine dance when you choose.”

The Gunnery Sergeant had a remote control board with several buttons.  Each button represented several of the mines.  He waited until five men had passed the end of the minefield, then set off two sets of the mines, with devastating effect on the enemy.  But still they poured on. 

With the Gunnery Sergeant timing the explosions the best he could, the other SEALs started firing at the targets at the rear of the enemy group—or, in the case of Tanker and Juan, now situated at their ambush site—the front few who came out the far end of the minefield alive.

With the repeated explosions of the mines, very few of the terrorists had any idea where the killing shots were coming from.  When the last mines were exploded, there were still over seventy terrorists uninjured.  The two men on the high ground exposed their position to draw fire in their direction, even as they continued to fire away.  Hank and the five with him were all well concealed in Ghillie suits, so the ploy of the two high men worked, in that the middle group was never fired on, as the terrorists were systematically picked off one at a time.

When no terrorists seemed alive—or at least able to cause any harm to the team—Hank sighed a sigh of relief.  “Okay, guys, let’s get the hell outta here.”

***
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Even though two men—Roy (Dusty) MacInnis, a retired Navy Radioman Master Chief Petty Officer and current member of the CIA and a team known as the Asps...and Albert (Al) (Bear) Turner, a Marine Gunnery Sergeant, and member of the Asps—had met Hank and his team at the ambush site with the claymore mines, the cooking spray, and an estimate of when to expect the terrorists, Hank and team had no idea those two had aided the just-completed mission. 

They had headed off in the direction the terrorists came from and, after disappearing from sight, had found a place of good concealment and settled in to wait for the terrorists to arrive.  Their reason for doing so was twofold.  First, they were to keep the leader of the Asps informed as to the progress of Hank’s operation.  That team leader was CIA Agent Bruce Edmonds, who was a retired Army Special Forces Sergeant Major, and also a former member of a team known as the Janitors.  The Janitors had been a highly secret team that did off the books (black bag) jobs for the previous President.

Their second reason for being where they were was—if the operation was successful—they were to head back the way the terrorists had come, to make sure no stragglers from the terrorist group headed back toward the rest of the Asps, who were intent on engaging those remaining at the terrorist camp in the hopes of capturing a high-ranking member of al-Qaida, thought to be in the camp.

Another reason for being there was—in the case of things not going well with Hank’s trap—they would offer what assistance they could, and call in the rest of the Asps to help out.  

Their place of concealment was roughly a mile distant from the site of the ambush, and they had a dune buggy with a fifty-caliber gun mount.  Dusty and Bear, if needed, would approach the terrorist band from the rear with the machine gun, and do their best to help Hank and his team.  

As it turned out, those two did use their sniper rifles to take out several of the terrorists from their location, without either the terrorists or the SEALs ever knowing they had helped out.

Now, as the SEALs started to move out, Dusty called Bruce.  “All is well here.  We’re ready to start in your direction.”

Bruce smiled.  “Good.  It’s about damn time.  Come on in, and cover our backs...we’re headed in.”

Bruce then spoke into his communication set, worn by all the Asps, “Okay, folks—Dusty just called and gave us a thumbs up.  Let’s do it.”

In addition to the dune buggy Dusty and Bear had, the rest of the team had two of the vehicles.  It had been pre-determined that John (Jack) Littlefield, an Air Force Special Forces Medic Technical Sergeant, would stay with their hidden buggies, since he was still a bit dinged up from a recent engagement.

As they looked at the camp, with still close to thirty terrorists there, Bruce and CIA Agent Kye MacInnis (Dusty’s wife), a retired Marine Brigadier General, were on the left flank of the camp.  

Ike Hill, Army Special Forces Staff Sergeant, and Billy Garcia (Hank’s friend), recently promoted Marine Major, and SEAL, were on the right flank.  

Between those two twosomes were Peter (Pete) Sokolowski, a Navy Seabee Chief Machinist Mate, and Maggie Littlefield (Jack’s wife), on more or less permanent loan to the Asps from British Secret Intelligence Service (SIS) (MI6). 
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