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Chapter 1


September 1997 - Southeastern Arizona


 


Terry Donovan jarred awake, pain shooting up her back and down her right leg, radiating from the hip. Her breath caught, and tears surged. Why is this still happening?

What had she done to deserve such misery? How long would she suffer before getting relief?



How much more can I take?



It was pointless to go over those questions for easily the hundredth time. Nothing changed.

She forced herself upright and lowered her feet to the floor. Tears streamed down her face, her only vent for the pain other than trembling, which seemed ever-present.

The clock on the nightstand mocked her. Three hours had slipped by since she’d lain down.



I overslept again. So much for a short nap. Get up. Lying around in bed isn’t doing me any good. It won’t make it all go away and give me back my life.



Terry scanned the darkened room, recalling far better days. When she’d risen bright and early every morning, flinging open every curtain in the house to let in the Arizona sun, provoking groans from her children. Days she’d enjoyed hiking the mountains behind their home, riding at all hours, teaching her children, or working in the yard. When the call of the outdoors, of God’s incredible creation, had been too appealing to ignore.

Days before darkness had closed in and refused to leave and it took more effort than she could muster to even open the drapes.

A cold, wet nose touched her hand at the same time a large paw landed on Terry’s left knee.

She looked into big brown eyes brimming with concern.

Striker’s graying muzzle nudged her hand again. The black-and-tan German shepherd had been with them all of his life. Born in their home. His sire, Stringer, had been a belated wedding gift from Wes, born the very day of their wedding. Stringer was gone, but he’d left his son to watch over them, and a great grandson no one had much faith in.

She stroked Striker’s head, scratching his velvety ears in the manner he loved most. “Do I want to know what Goofball is up to?”

As though he understood her question, and knew the answer, he gave her a long look and sighed.

“Probably not, huh?”

The graying muzzle and the fact Striker didn’t move much better than she did warned that he wouldn’t be with them much longer. He’d turned seventeen in June. His end was close, and inevitable, but she hoped with intense desperation that death would leave their family alone for a while. They’d already lost Striker’s son Mason three years before when he’d saved their daughter Missy from a mountain lion. Terry wasn’t ready to lose Striker, too. Not yet.

“I guess we both better get moving.”

Palming the cane that leaned against the front of the nightstand, Terry rose carefully to her feet and started for the bathroom a few feet away. Her right hip screamed in agony, but she gritted her teeth and forged on, ignoring more tears. The knife stabbing into her hip joint refused to relent, reminding her with each step how damaged she’d become. Broken. A useless burden.

Once she reached the vanity, she leaned against it and the cane and tried to breathe properly again, feeling twice her fifty years. With stillness, the pain waned to a dull roar. If only she never had to move that leg again or put weight on it, but the doctors and physical therapists had been adamant.



“The less you move, the worse it’ll be. You need to keep moving. Work through the pain.”



Difficult when every step was agony. They didn’t believe her that time and exercise had only made things worse.

She stared at her wan, pinched reflection. Is it all in my head? Am I mentally and emotionally unraveling to the point where I’m imagining myself to be disabled?

No answer came, leaving only one certainty. I want it to end.

“Mom?”

“In here.” Terry leaned her cane against the counter and wet a washcloth to wipe the tears from her face. Letting the children see her wallow in self-pity wouldn’t help anyone.

Her thirteen-year-old daughter, Missy, appeared in the bathroom doorway wearing her riding attire, which she wore more often than not. A familiar ache settled in Terry’s heart. She turned away, using the time required to hang the washcloth over the shower curtain bar to pull herself together. When she turned back, she forced her gaze to her daughter’s face. Blond hair and blue eyes so much like her own.

Deep affection welled in her heart, and tears threatened again.

She hated the fact her emotions were right at the surface. Worse than when she’d first met Wes. In those days, she’d been a burned-out cop ready to self-destruct, trying desperately to hold herself together and keep a long-ago promise. As hard as things had been, she didn’t remember those days being as difficult as the present.

“Mom? Are you okay?” Missy’s concern yanked her from her thoughts.

“I’m fine, sweetie. Just tired.” She leaned heavily on the cane as she left the bathroom.

Missy backed out of the way then stayed close as Terry made her way to the kitchen.

“Are you headed over to Meg’s?”

“Yes, ma’am. We need more practice on the triple Oxer.”

“The Hogsback still catching you up?” Terry asked because Missy expected it. She didn’t want to talk about it and be reminded further of everything she’d lost. The triple bar deep jump could be a challenge for some riders. Terry suspected she knew the problem Missy was having. She just couldn’t make herself face it. To do so would mean going down to the arena, being near the horses. Putting Missy’s life in jeopardy.

“Yeah, he keeps clipping the third bar and bringing it down. I can’t figure out why.”

“Have you had one of the boys videotape you in action so you can watch it and maybe identify the problem that way?” She knew what Missy wanted, but she couldn’t give it to her. I can’t.

“Maybe that would help.”

No missing the disappointment in her daughter’s voice, but Terry buried her head in the refrigerator under the guise of looking for something to fix for dinner so she didn’t have to see it written on her child’s face. Hearing it was bad enough.

“Oh, before I forget. Daddy called a while ago. He’ll be late tonight. He’s tied up with a new client.”

“Oh, okay.” She pushed the refrigerator door closed and glanced at the clock. Just after four. “Maybe I’ll go for a walk. The physical therapist says it’s good for me.” She plastered a smile on her face. “You have fun riding. Don’t stress over the Hogsback. You’ll work it out. Striker! Goofball! Let’s go for a walk.”

A blanket-patterned black-and-tan German shepherd flew into the kitchen, paws sliding on the tile floor in his haste to reach the back door, toes spread and toenails seeking traction. He slid into one of the stools at the breakfast bar before correcting his course.

Striker followed at a more sedate, mature pace, though joy flashed in his eyes at the prospect of a venture outdoors.

Terry waited until both dogs sat at her side before opening the door, though the wait seemed considerably stressful for Goofball due to his excitement. After a lengthy dance, he planted his rear on the floor. Satisfied he’d suitably restrained himself, Terry opened the door, prepared to slam it if he tried to bolt.

He waited, gaze fixed on her as she stepped onto the deck and to one side.

“Okay.”

Goofball shot past her at warp speed toward their favorite trail.

Striker showed more dignity, casting a long-suffering look over his shoulder at Terry.

“I know, I know. He’s not the most patient youngster in the world. He’ll learn.”

Striker looked dubious, or so it seemed to her.

“Hey, cut him some slack. He’s young. There were days during your early years when we wondered about you, too.”

Grateful no one heard her, Terry started up the trail, she and Striker trailing far, and slowly, behind Goofball. She gritted her teeth against pain and focused on the beautiful September day and lovely surroundings turned green by the summer monsoon rains.

Clouds carried the promise of more rain. If the morning weather report had been correct, rain wouldn’t start until after dark. She’d be home by then.

Pain sapped energy as she steadily climbed the trail. At a curve overlooking the canyon, Terry stopped and leaned heavily on the cane.

Striker stayed close.



Where’d Goofball venture off to?



Rustling in some bushes ahead alerted her to him moving around.

At least, I hope it’s him. Though in no condition to defend her against a predator, she knew Striker would give it a valiant effort should the need arise. One such loss had been more than enough for her heart to take.

Goofball popped out of some underbrush, shot them a look, and took off up the trail again, his nose covering ground as rapidly as his feet.

She looked out over the canyon. Birds sang, and the breeze rustled through trees and grass. Many loved the high desert of southeastern Arizona that time of year. Rain brought the place to life and cooled the summer heat. People joked about Arizona having two seasons—cold and hot—but she loved the change of seasons in the high desert mountains.

Soon the leaves on oaks and sycamores would change color, as would leaves on maples tucked into some of the canyons. Grasses green from the rain would turn a beautiful array of yellows and browns, contrasting with various greens of junipers and pines. The desert would return to partial slumber once again with only tiny signs of life peeking out from time to time for those observant enough to notice.

Tiny flowers bloomed at odd times throughout the year. Tiny creatures rested in the sun for warmth, often blending seamlessly with rocks, grass, and leaves around them. Birds that remained year-round darted in and out of trees. White-tailed and mule deer that resided in the area all year weren’t unusual to see out and about either.

Yes, the high desert had seasons, even if most were too busy to notice them. She’d always found peace there. I used to, anyway.

Her gaze traveled down the canyon to their home tucked along one wall. She couldn’t see Ryan and Meg Everett’s house next door, but if she could, she’d see Missy working her horse in one of the practice rings. She remembered the days she’d ridden that ring. Effortless. Free. Without pain. Another lifetime, eons ago.

These days I barely manage to take care of the house and keep meals on the table. Some days, I can’t even manage that. Not that anyone except Missy or Wes noticed.

Twenty-year-old Anthony, their oldest, attended the pre-med program at the University of Arizona in Tucson. Chase, one of the eighteen-year-old fraternal twins, had started classes there for wildlife management. The two shared a room on-campus.

Dax, the other twin, was seldom home except to sleep. He’d begun criminal justice classes at the local college, hoping for eventual acceptance by the county sheriff’s department. When not in class or studying, he ran or weight-trained as part of a self-prescribed physical fitness program or went camping. They rarely saw him.

The boys were grown and didn’t need her anymore.

Missy wasn’t far behind them. Though only thirteen, she spent most of her time on or around the horses. She still homeschooled, but Wes and Meg guided her studies so she didn’t need Terry’s help much. Missy had never been the best student, preferring to be outdoors than doing schoolwork, but she maintained her grades, so they let it go. At home, she quietly went about household chores Terry used to do without a thought but couldn’t seem to handle many days.

Her children no longer needed her, and her husband was home less and less. Not that she blamed him. She’d become increasingly disabled, had less energy, and placed more demands on him, such as grocery shopping and other errands. All of which grieved her far more than Wes would probably have ever guessed.

Her injury had changed their relationship in dramatic ways, as well as the rest of her life, and she didn’t have the energy to fix it even if her body would allow it.

Tears pricked Terry’s eyes as she thought back to how things had been before. The teasing, sometimes volatile, rapport she and Wes had shared. Love and laughter extinguished by a fall from a horse.

Doctors kept saying the injuries wouldn’t have been so bad if the horse hadn’t landed on her. Every time, she had to bite her tongue. Do they believe I’m so stupid as to need that pointed out over and over?

Reality remained—the horse had landed on her. When she’d fallen, they both had. And it had been her fault.

She’d known better than to ride when emotional but had done it anyway, seeking escape from the inescapable. The fact the horse hadn’t been injured, by some miracle, had done little to assuage the guilt. Her poor judgment had cost her family a great deal. That’s certainly not changing for the better. I’ve become a burden on Wes and Missy. They’d be better off without me.

Tears streaming down her face, Terry looked up at the darkening sky as though she could somehow see the face of God there.

“Why are You doing this to us? Was I so horrible? Was what I did so wrong? They tell me it’ll get better if I work harder, or have more faith, but it only gets worse. Or maybe I really am slipping away from reality. I don’t know what’s true anymore.” She lowered her gaze and closed her eyes, tears still coming. “I just want it to end. Please. I can’t take this anymore.”

The ground shifted.

Her eyes shot open.

The edge of the trail crumbled, but she couldn’t move with past speed or agility to jump to one side. The trail collapsed down the canyon wall, taking her with it.












Chapter 2



A few minutes before seven, Wes Donovan shut off the car’s ignition and leaned back in his seat. The garage door ground closed behind him, but he scarcely noticed. Mighty long day. Like so many others of late. He’d had difficulty concentrating on his work, his thoughts continually turning toward home.

He’d often caught his staff giving him strange looks, pitying at times. They knew of Terry’s injury and subsequent difficulties, but they didn’t seem to know how to help, other than throwing themselves into their work to help with his load at the office. I need to do something special to thank them for their dedication. They deserve it, particularly after putting up with my severe distractibility for so long.

His gaze locked on the door into the house. Had Terry had another bad day? Wes frowned. That’s all she seems to have anymore. Bad days and worse ones. I hate feeling so helpless.

Wes white-knuckled his fists around the steering wheel and dropped his head back against the headrest. There has to be something I can do. Something I’m missing. Meds didn’t appear to help. Some days, Terry only lay in bed and cried because she hurt so much.

He’d talked to the doctors. They’d all said the same thing—she needed time, physical therapy, and possibly counseling. Each had—repeatedly—insisted her pelvis and hips had been fully repaired, and there were no other problems. Except minor arthritis, the last doctor had conceded. As much as Wes wanted to believe them, he simply couldn’t accept that Terry imagined her crippling pain.

The active, outdoor-loving wife who could fire back either teasing or annoyance at him with fervor to match his own or spend hours playing with and teaching children had vanished. She’d dissolved into a shadow of herself, merely existing. It haunted him, and he had to admit, if only to himself and God, he stayed away from the house more because of it. She died a little more each day, right before his eyes, and there was nothing he could do about it.

Lord, how much longer can she go on like this before she gives up altogether? You know how desperately I want an answer for this. I want to see her laugh and smile again. To love life again. Her joy is gone. I don’t know who to go to or what to do, and I’m afraid she’s giving up. If she— He clenched his jaw and shook his head, closing his eyes against the burn of tears. I don’t even want to consider that possibility. We’re both at the end of a rapidly fraying rope, Lord. We really need help.

Wes sighed and wiped a hand across damp eyes then reached for the door handle, steeling himself for whatever lie in wait. The house resonated with silence when he stepped into the utility room. Had she lain down to rest? He headed for their bedroom.

“Daddy! I’m so glad you’re home.” Missy burst out of the hallway, launching herself into his arms. It took him a moment to realize she was crying.

“Sweetie, what’s wrong?” He set her away and studied her face.

“It’s Mom. I can’t find her.” Teary eyes wide, she looked up at him, the panic etched there suggesting she was on the verge of hysterics. “She went for a walk just after four o’clock when I went riding, but she hasn’t come back. Goofball’s gone, too, but I found Striker whining outside the back door.”

Hearing his name, the old dog ambled over and leaned against Missy’s leg as though to comfort her, or perhaps to seek comfort. Wes wasn’t sure which.

“Are you sure she’s not out in the yard somewhere?” The hair on the back of his neck stood on end. Even as he asked the question, he knew Terry wasn’t there. Missy would’ve looked everywhere before putting herself into such a state.

“Daddy, she’s not here!” His daughter’s impatience reminded him far too much of Terry in the early years of their marriage.

“Okay. I just wanted to be sure. I’ll walk up the trail and take a look. See if you can reach Dax.”

Missy ran for the phone.

Wes grabbed a flashlight out of a drawer in the kitchen and went out the back door. He knew which trail Terry favored, so he had a pretty good idea where to look.

Darkness closed in quickly, making Wes grateful for the flashlight. Had Terry gone after Goofball? Had that stupid dog run off after a rabbit or something and she’d tried to follow him? That dog had to be the dumbest thing ever born. As annoying as the others had been as puppies and juveniles because of their incessant desire to eat the house, Goofball had outdone them all. They had a new couch and two new wood doors as proof. Even Striker gave Goofball disdainful looks at times.

Before he made it halfway up the trail, rain came. A light patter at first, then stepping up to a steady drizzle. Wes began to share some of his daughter’s panic. If Terry was out there, stranded in the elements, she could be in serious trouble. The temperature wouldn’t drop to freezing, of course, but it would most certainly be cooler than daytime temps had been. She probably didn’t have a jacket.

Rain soaked through his clothes, letting a chill settle in despite the physical activity. As much as he hated to admit defeat, however temporarily, he had to get back to the house and call for help. If I fall and get injured, I won’t do Terry any good. Missy, either. She’s upset enough and home alone.

 




*****

 




As awareness returned, Terry grimaced, raised a hand to push aside the cold, wet nose jabbing her face, and opened her eyes. Hovering darkness threatened to close in. A wet tongue and cold nose swiped the side of her face again. She tried to shove it away, but it refused to go. She turned toward it.

Brown eyes watched her with concern, black nose leather very close to her nose.

“I’m awake, Goofball.” Was that weak voice hers?

The shepherd nudged her again.

Apparently, the fact I’m awake isn’t good enough. Terry looked up at the darkening sky and realized she lay on her back. She tried to sit up, but pain knifed up her spine from her hip, sending a shower of lightning streaks through her brain. Darkness threatened again. She sucked in a breath and froze, waiting for pain and imminent darkness to recede.

Goofball nosed her again, his gaze increasingly concerned. Whining, he circled her then stuck his cold nose to her ear.

Raised up on one elbow, she grabbed the thick hair around his neck and leaned her face into his shoulder. “I’m trying, boy. I really am.”

He whined again, adding a faint grumble at the end, as though pleading and yet trying to be bossy at the same time.

She chuckled. Pain shot from one side of her skull to the other. She let go of Goofball and touched her head, finding a large knot on the back. Her fingers came away bloody.

Growing more impatient, the dog grabbed her t-shirt at the shoulder and gave it a couple of sharp tugs. He released her, his gaze intent, showing focus she’d never seen in his three years. He lifted his head into the breeze, sniffed the air, and then whined again. A grumble at the end was more forceful than before.

Terry glanced around for her cane but couldn’t see it in the gathering darkness. A stick or fallen tree branch might work. Nothing. She tried to climb to her feet, only to fall and jar her hip. A sharp stab drew darkness closer, threatening to take consciousness from her. She waited for it to pass. Please, God, don’t let me black out again.

Not knowing what else to do, she crawled in the direction Goofball had tried to pull her, dragging her injured leg. He knew the way home. She ignored dizziness. Probably a concussion. Nothing I can do but get home, or close enough for someone to find me.

Though her hands were getting torn up by the rocky ground as she pulled herself along, she kept going.

Goofball remained at her side every slow, painful foot, whining and grumbling each time she paused.

Terry didn’t know how far she’d gone, though it felt like miles, when she lay in the dirt and rocks, unable to go any farther. Her head hurt something fierce. Pain radiated from her hip. Muscles throughout her body had stiffened from the abuse taken in the fall, making movement increasingly difficult. I’m so tired. Unconsciousness lurked ever closer as night closed. Surrender, and get it over with.

Goofball tugged on her shirt again, whining more urgently.

The first pats of rain struck the ground.

She almost didn’t notice until a few drops hit her bare arms and face. Just what I need.

The temperature had already dropped with the vanishing of the sun.

Getting wet won’t help. She lay on the hard, rocky ground, ignoring discomfort as best she could. Everything’s against me today.

The dog gave her another yank, this one harder. He grumbled without a whine.

He’ll keep bugging me. Like when he’s determined to dig up a rabbit. He won’t quit.  Terry rolled onto her stomach and military crawled in the direction he indicated.

He led her to a small depression in the mountain’s face, further sheltered from drizzling rain by vegetation. Though more suited to his size than hers, he gave her an expectant look and grumbled.

Too tired to argue, she climbed into it and lay on her side. She couldn’t curl up with her hip locked but managed to draw her left knee up, wrapping her arms around herself in an attempt to preserve body heat.

Goofball lay against her, resting his head on her shoulder. His warmth shielded her from the chill in the growing night.

She let unconsciousness take her.
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