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  Chapter 1




  Checking the speedometer, Mark Prescott, orthopedic surgeon on a mission, crossed the New Jersey line into the First State. Threading traffic through Wilmington, by-passing Dover, he barreled toward Rain, Delaware, site of the Blue Hen Rodeo. Foreign to his wardrobe, he wore a colorful western shirt.




  Alone in the bright yellow Dodge Ram crew cab truck, he agonized over the last, the very last conversation he’d had with his brother. Kenny was rambling on about a mouse…something about a mouse. The text message from Doctor Webb Morris had his attention, but he did glance up in time to catch Kenny flash a grin and wave. He was off to ride the bulls.




  He should have been there for Kenny, gone with him like he’d promised. Tonight, attempting to appease his guilt, he planned to offer services to the mandatory paramedic crew at the rodeo. Kenny had said help was always needed. He’d been so proud of his brother, the doctor. Mark blinked away tears and pressed on.




  Deep in the bowels of Southern Delaware a rusty pickup cut in front of him. Its bumper sticker, Welcome to the Eastern Shore, Now Go Home, prompted an ironic chuckle. He truly wondered if he could endure the bull riding event.




  Following the road signs, he had no trouble finding the location. On the grounds he parked next to a horse trailer hooked to an older model pickup, a splotch of green paint on the hood, butted next to the woods ringing the area.




  He dragged the carry-all loaded with medical equipment across the seat, shut the door, turned, and was about to leave when a soulful moan common to ER stopped him. Curiosity bit and he dropped the carry-all in the Ram bed. His first inclination was to check the woods behind the horse trailer, but the mournful cries drew him to the rig. The partially opened cab door exposed a saddle, half-in, half-out. A stirrup dangled. The horse in the two stall trailer nickered.




  “Easy, boy,” Mark crooned, reaching in to pat its rump. At six foot plus he had no problem seeing across the sorrel’s back to the end of the stall. The horse seemed okay. The whimpering was coming from the adjoining stall. Not taking his eyes off the shadowy body huddled in the corner, he felt for the door handle.




  The horse swung its head over the divider and sniffed his arm. Shoving aside the wet muzzle, he focused on the body in a fetal position, contusions of varying degrees, semi-conscious, in shock. Obviously, she’d been attacked.




  “It’s okay,” he said softly. “Let me help you.”




  She drew her knees closer to her chin. Stark fear glittered in her eyes.




  Mark swallowed hard. “It’s okay,” he repeated.




  She lifted her arm in an attempt to protect her face.




  Mark took a deep breath. Psychiatry rotation had never been his favorite. Now he wished he’d paid closer attention. “Please, I won’t harm you. Can you tell me what happened?”




  While he waited for her to get used to his non-threatening presence, he took in her general appearance: worn jeans mercifully intact, scuffed boots, dirt streaked T, proportioned skeletal frame, possible cheek bone displacement.




  “I’m here for the rodeo. I heard you crying.”




  “I…don’t…cry.”




  The determination in her voice surprised him. Mark inched closer. “You need medical attention,” he said, offering his hand. “Here, let me help you.”




  As she awkwardly attempted a sitting position, Mark grabbed the opportunity to slip his arm around her shoulder and catch her under her knees. Lifting her close to his body, he caught the scent of fear clinging to her.




  “Relax,” he said, his voice gentle, “I won’t hurt you.”




  Quarters were tight. Mark turned sideways, careful not to bump her head against the stall. He kicked the door open and stepped to the ground. Honoring her feeble demand to be put down, he obliged.




  Clasping her shoulders, he looked deeply into her eyes. As a physician he diagnosed concussion. For once, he didn’t compare the cheek misalignment to a text book picture. As a man, he saw burnt almond eyes fringed in thick golden lashes. Her long hair, the color of maple sugar, fluffy in spots, matted in others, framed a distraught face.




  “I’m taking you to the first aid station,” he said. “Think you can make it?”




  She wailed softly, closed her eyes, and began to slump. Once again he caught her under the knees, cradled her to his chest, and shifted his shoulder until her head nestled in the hollow.




  Mark started across the field in the direction of the roped off first aid area. At the arena fence two cowboys stared in alarm, dropped their rigging bags, and took off. Protective vests flapped against their chests.




  “The Mouse! The Mouse!” exclaimed the short blond with a chin scar. “What’s wrong?”




  “What happened?” his buddy chimed in.




  “I’m not sure. I found her in a horse trailer,” Mark managed, nodding towards the ambulance. “Would you alert the paramedic team?”




  “You bet!” They struck out in a gallop.




  Stunned, Mark froze. “The Mouse” jumped out at him. He called her the Mouse. Is this Kenny’s girl? Is it? Is that what he was trying to tell me? He held her as close as he dared while his thoughts spiraled in turmoil. He’d take her to the nearest hospital himself.




  Two members of the medical team intercepted him, but Mark refused to give her up, demanding he be the one to place her in the ambulance. Barking orders and diagnoses, he had every intention of escorting her until the beefy hand of a uniformed officer clamped his shoulder and pulled him out the rear of the vehicle.




  “I need to talk to you,” he informed Mark. “Leave those guys alone. They know what they’re doing.”




  Mark bristled. “I’m a doctor, an orthopedic surgeon.”




  The officer ignored Mark’s statement. “You’re in the way, sir. It’s their job. Show me which trailer is Kerri’s. Is that where you found her?”




  Mark didn’t answer. Hands on his hips, he watched the ambulance pull away. “Where are they taking her?”




  “Rain Memorial. Come on, now,” the officer urged. “Where is the trailer?”




  Trudging back across the field to the wood’s edge, Mark asked her name.




  “Kerri Hill.”




  “Why is she called Mouse?”




  The officer laughed. “It’s a long story.”




  “Well…” Mark encouraged.




  Diverted by the cab door and the saddle’s odd position, the officer, no stranger to weight lifting, paused. “I bet I know what happened,” he stated, tapping the saddle horn with a powerful fist. “There’s been a rash of horse related theft in the area lately. This looks like a robbery attempt gone sour.”




  At the back of the trailer the officer began making deductions. “The assailant most likely used the woods for cover, something went wrong, and Kerri got in the way.”




  “Whoever it was knocked her cheek bone out of place,” Mark added, his voice tight.




  “I hope she can identify the perpetrator. At least give a description so I’ll have something to go on.”




  “What about the horse?”




  “Kerri’s uncle will take care of it. I’m sure he’s been called by now.” Thanking him for his help, the officer extended his hand. “The name’s Alan Bland.”




  It was a dismissal of sorts. Mark picked up the medical bag from the truck bed and announced he was going back to the first aid station. He’d be on hand until the ambulance returned. In the meantime, he’d find out what he could about Kerri “Mouse” Hill.




  Holding his breath in defense of the August humidity combined with the earthy livestock odor, he ducked under the roped off area. Swarmed by contestants demanding an explanation, he repeated the tack theft theory. Opinions and outrage erupted.




  Mark gleaned Kerri information in bits and pieces. Like her horse’s name was Banner and she’d been through enough. That remark hurt. He knew it was connected to Kenny.




  A cowboy, bull rope draped over his shoulder, came forward. “You’re kin to Kenny, aren’t you? He said his brother was a doctor.”




  “Yes, yes I am.”




  “He was a great guy. Sorry it happened.”




  A hush descended over the huddled group in the station. Sally Rae, a barrel racer with long, snowy blonde hair, saucer sized clear green eyes, touched Mark’s arm. “It happened fast and there was nothing we could do,” she offered, her voice breathy.




  Avoiding eye contact, Mark mumbled a previously memorized response to such condolences. Another awkward moment, he lamented, wondering if he’d ever get used to it. Thankfully two boys at the rope interrupted the moment. One clutched his arm. Blood dripped off his fingertips. A chicken farmer there for the show pointed to Mark and said he reckoned he wouldn’t let him bleed to death.




  Before Mark could respond, the father, puffing from a run, came on the scene. Alarmed, he looked at the arm and then up at his son.




  “Uh, Dad, I fell off the gate. It was an accident.”




  “What gate?”




  His buddy jumped in. “Jason climbed up the bull pen gate and a bull butted him off.”




  Jason, voice strained, added, “A jagged piece of metal bit me, uh, on the way down.”




  Mark lifted the rope. “Let me take a look at it.”




  The breathy cowgirl removed her denim bag from the table and moved back.




  “Up here.” Mark tapped the table top. “I’m Doctor Prescott, filling in until the ambulance returns.”




  Jason hopped up on the table. Mark glanced at the single pole light illuminating the station and requested the cowboy casting a shadow to move. While he mopped the wound the father hung over his shoulder. He heard him suck in.




  “Not too bad. Two sutures should do it. You can take Jason to ER or I’ll be happy to do it right here. I’m a surgeon. Do it all the time.”




  Jason’s father smiled. “Be my guest.”




  “When was Jason’s last tetanus shot?”




  Jason’s chest expanded. “I got one last week at my sports physical. I play football.”




  Mark shielded the syringe in his hand. “Any good looking cheerleaders on the squad?”




  Jason’s eyes popped, his buddy couldn’t resist. “Tell him about Megan.”




  While Jason had his mind on a comeback, Mark gripped his arm. Task completed, he disposed of the needle in a red container.




  “Let’s give this a few seconds to kick in.”




  Jason relaxed. “You’re the one who found my teacher.”




  “Teacher? I thought she was a barrel racer.”




  “She teaches at the Christian School. I’ll have her for seventh grade this year. Her horse is named Banner and she likes to go to the pay window…”




  Mark looked up. “Hurt?”




  Jason winced. “Not too bad.”




  Mark ripped open a packet of sterilized scissors. “Will you be addressing your teacher as Ms. Mouse?”




  “No way! I’d like to graduate to eighth grade.”




  “Oh, I see.” Mark chuckled, spraying the wound with orange antiseptic.




  “Is that it?”




  “All done, Jason. Stitches come out in seven days.”




  “Thanks, doc. That’s a cool shirt.”




  Mark didn’t know if he was joking, or not. The green and purple wide vertical stripes, denim collar and cuffs, weren’t to his taste, but Kenny had given it to him for his birthday. It was the first time he’d worn it.




  Mark dismissed any idea of payment. The father started to protest, but a scratchy voice, testing one, two, three, ended the conversation. Two seconds later the speaker box hanging on the light pole blasted out a hearty welcome to the Blue Hen Rodeo. Muttering gut-check time, the contestants disappeared. Close behind, the patient, his friend, and the father took to the rail.




  Alone, Mark faced the dousing lights of the ambulance. Medical bag in hand, he hurried to the vehicle as a wiry, sandy haired paramedic emerged. Mark demanded details.




  “All I can tell you is she is pretty much out of it, throwing up all over the place. Crenshaw’s with her. They don’t come any better than him.”




  Mark gave a short report on the Jason incident. Almost in the same breath, he asked for directions to Rain Memorial. The paramedic complied and then surprised him by asking if he was Kenny Prescott’s brother.




  Mark drew in. “I appreciate the crew being here for him. I know you did everything—”




  The young man elbowed him quiet and motioned toward the arena. The rodeo participates, hats in their hands, were filing in. Dead center, they went down on one knee and bowed their heads. Two Hispanics crossed themselves. Mark raised a questioning brow.




  “Cowboy and cowgirl prayer,” he whispered. “They have it before every rodeo. Kenny did it once. Kenny…Kenny gave thanks for his regular family. That’s what he said, regular family. Then he gave thanks for his rodeo family. He prayed for a safe rodeo.”




  Mark rocked back on his heels. Unable to trust his voice, he gave a curt nod and headed for the Ram. Kerri’s rig was gone. Somehow it made him feel worse. Nosing haphazardly between parked rigs, pickups, SUVs, he left the grounds in the rear view mirror.




  Six miles on Route 13, the sole asphalt artery through the First State, and a left at the second stop light brought him to the Rain Memorial parking lot. All the while Kenny’s rodeo prayer bore down on him. Grimacing, he yanked the keys from the ignition harder than he’d intended.




  Thanks a lot, God. Thanks for cutting down Kenny in his youth. Is that what I’m to give thanks for? Is that how you treat your friends? No wonder you don’t have very many.




  Bile collected in his gullet. He slammed the door, shoved the keys in his pocket, and started across the parking lot. His jaws were tight. Surely he should be appalled, shocked out of his mind for venting to the Almighty, but he wasn’t. If anything, he was glad he’d put his cards on the table. At least God knew how he felt.




  * * * *




  The ceiling lights of the ER’s hallway blinded Kerri. She thought her head was going to explode any minute. When she rose up on her elbows, her stomach rebelled and she had to hang her head over the side of the gurney. The heaving brought an elderly face close to hers. Doctor Crenshaw. She’d know him no matter what. He had been so kind to her mother. However, the more Kerri stared at the rimless glasses, the strands of thin, gray hair plastered to the side, the more distorted the features became.




  “I gotta get my horse.” Her voice didn’t sound right, but Doctor Crenshaw would understand. She couldn’t stay here. Just give her a pill and let her go.




  The face leaned closer. “Kerri, you have a head injury. Try to be still. This will help with the nausea.”




  A blur of green uniform dabbed her arm. A sting followed. Behind the uniform she could hear the rumblings of the paramedic and the driver. They were going to speak to her before they left whether the uniform liked it or not.




  “Hang in there, Mouse,” the driver said.




  The paramedic patted her arm. “We’ve got to get back. You know how it is. They can’t start without us.”




  Kerri tried to smile, but one cheek wasn’t cooperating. Something was definitely out of whack. Puzzled, she touched the side of her face and every nerve leaped and shuddered. Her anxiety level inched up a notch.




  Next she was whisked away for a cat scan. Doctor Crenshaw followed along, fielding the what-happened questions coming at her from every direction.




  After the procedure Kerri was taken to radiology where she endured a shot of pain with each shift of position for the facial x-rays. From the table she was helped into a wheel chair by a pair of cold, unforgiving hands. A nausea spasm threatened. In agony, she looked to the technician. The hands of ice refused to quit until she was safely anchored in the chair.




  At her final destination, a semi-private room minus a roommate, Doctor Crenshaw disappeared. His replacement, a chatty aide, helped her into a sterile, wrinkled hospital gown, green sprinkled with pink daisies.




  Her mind and body weren’t cooperating. Snatches of memory of another time at Rain Memorial surfaced. For a split second she thought she was here because of her mother and the hospital chaplain was on his way. Biting her lip, she knew that couldn’t be right. Think, Kerri.




  The subdued voices and a slice of blue uniform at the partially opened door caught her attention. She watched the officer, Alan Bland, enter the room, keeping an eye on the tall, unfamiliar person by his side. The stranger maneuvered around him and reached her first.




  Lowering himself beside the bed, he then took her hand. “I found you in the horse trailer. My name is Mark.”




  She wanted to say she remembered his blue eyes, but it was too much to tackle. Besides, a bustling starchy nurse appeared out of nowhere and was fiddling with her arm. The distraction disrupted what little concentration she could muster. She did her best to swallow the contents in the paper cup.




  The nurse elbowed Mark aside. “What day is it?”




  Kerri’s muddled brain came up with Saturday.




  The nurse shook her head. “It’s Thursday.”




  Kerri sensed she’d failed a test. But what test? She preferred to dwell on the blue eyes. Where did they go?




  As the rustling of the starchy Nightingale faded, Alan came into view with a red stripe across his forehead left by the hat tucked under his arm.




  “I know you feel rotten, Kerri,” he said, “but can you tell me what happened?”




  His words echoed in her head. She remained mute.




  Alan cleared his throat. “Uh, take your time.”




  “I don’t think this is a good idea,” Mark said and fumed.




  A sense of anticipation communicated itself to Kerri. An answer was expected of her. Garnering strength from her depths, she forced herself to cooperate.




  “I was getting Banner.” She paused. The words sounded like they were coming out of a gravel pit. “No. I was getting my saddle… Banner! Where’s Banner?”




  “Don’t worry. Your uncle has him,” Alan assured her.




  “Somebody hit me from behind...with something hard.”




  As far as Kerri was concerned, she’d fulfilled her obligation. Now, where were the blue eyes? Befuddled, she lifted her head from the pillow and promptly fell back.




  “I don’t like this,” Mark growled.




  “Then what happened?” Alan persisted.




  Kerri took a deep breath. “He hit me in the face.”




  “Did you get a look at him?”




  Kerri closed her eyes. While the world floated around her this irritating voice kept coming at her from another planet. In an effort to stop the sinking feeling, she thrashed about. Mark took her hand again. Strangely it kept her anchored and she liked that feeling, especially now that her thoughts were drifting into a suspended dream state.




  The darkness closing in was comforting. Images of Mark’s eyes, his handsome face, the thoughtful curve of his smile, the jazzy shirt appeared in front of her eyelids, faded and then returned. Can you describe him was intoned from a faraway place.




  “That’s easy,” she slurred.




  A faint voice prompted. “Go ahead.”




  Her eyelids weighed a ton. There was no lifting them. “Blue eyes, Petty blue eyes…green and purple shirt.”




  On the final word “shirt” Kerri was out of it. She didn’t witness the shock spreading on Mark’s face. She didn’t see his jaw slack or Alan tapping his shoulder. Her ears were closed to Alan’s gruff statement, “You better come with me.”




  Chapter 2




  The commotion in the hall brought nurses running, ambulatory patients to their doors, and Doctor Crenshaw to the rescue. Mark wouldn’t budge. The harder he tried to explain to the officer Kerri was disoriented, the more suspicious Alan Bland became.




  At the point of exasperation, Mark enunciated with grave deliberation, saying, “Doctor Crenshaw, will you please explain to him Kerri is under the influence of medication, has a concussion, cheek bone displacement, and is incoherent. I came from New Jersey for the rodeo. If I were guilty, why would I be here?”




  “He‘s got a point,” Crenshaw replied, curious of his medical background. “I don’t believe I caught your name?”




  “Prescott. Mark Prescott.”




  “Are you in the profession?”




  “Surgeon, orthopedic, out of Jersey General.”




  Crenshaw smiled. “Welcome to the—”




  Alan butted in. “She identified him as the perpetrator. I have to take him in for questioning.”




  Crenshaw was not convinced. “Let’s wait a few hours until Kerri recovers and question her again.”




  “Can’t do that,” Alan insisted. “I have to take him in. It’s the law.”




  Mark stood his ground. “I’m not going.”




  “How would you like handcuffs? I can call for backup.”




  Crenshaw wormed his way between them and put his arms around their shoulders. “Gentlemen, gentlemen, please, we’ll discuss this in my consultation room.” Nodding at the little lady, blue haired and bright eyed, peeping around her door, he chuckled. “You’re going to cause Granny Jenkins apoplexy.”




  Leaning against the oak desk, Crenshaw folded his arms across his ample chest. Mark felt his kindly eyes locked on him. Alan, he noticed, was more determined than ever. His body language was loud and clear.




  It came to a brutal end when Crenshaw irrevocably declared Mark would stay in the hospital over night. He would be in his custody and he would take full responsibility. They’d question Kerri in the morning.




  Alan grumbled a parting shot: “This is not legal.”




  “This is Rain, Delaware,” Crenshaw reminded him.




  As soon as the door banged shut Crenshaw shrugged it off.




  “Prescott. Prescott. That rings a bell.”




  Mark choked. “Do you remember a Kenny Prescott?”




  “Is he the one…”




  “Yes. He was my brother.”




  “Kerri was with him that night. She was pretty amazing.”




  “Yes, I can imagine.” He forced himself to switch gears. “I need the laptop out of my truck to see if I can get my schedule in order.” Chuckling, he added, “Do I need an escort?”




  “Just don’t skip town,” Crenshaw warned with a twinkle in his tired eyes.




  Mark rambled down the hallway to Kerri’s room. Her slim body, curled up in a knot, was more appealing to him than it should have been. He couldn’t resist checking the bone displacement. When she stirred, he gently stroked her cheek. I’ll take care of her, Kenny. I promise. I won’t let you down this time. I’ll find out who did this.




  On his way back from the truck, laptop tucked under his arm, he passed Granny Jenkins’s room. The door was open and she was sitting up in bed watching TV with a crossword puzzle book in her lap. On impulse, he backpedaled.




  “May I come in?” He could tell she recognized him from the hallway episode. It was the shirt.




  “Are you in trouble, sonny?”




  “I’m a friend of Kerri Hill. I’d like to talk to you for a few minutes.”




  She kept a steady gaze laced with apprehension and curiosity. At last she pointed to the bedside chair. Inwardly sighing, Mark entered and introduced himself.




  “Are you from around here?”




  “No, I’m afraid not. New Jersey.” Hoping for credibility, he tacked on, “I’m an orthopedic surgeon.”




  Surgeon was the magic word. It opened a floodgate. By the time Granny finished, Mark felt like he knew, up front and personal, her Aunt Edna who’d suffered the same malady and lived to ninety-three.




  Mark bided his time. When Granny wound down, he jumped in. “Do you know why Kerri Hill is called Mouse?”




  She cackled. “Yep, sure do.”




  For a second wind, he handed her a glass of water and returned to the edge of his chair.




  Granny Jenkins, thoroughly enjoying herself, began the tale. It seemed Kerri was just a little tyke when she rode her neighbor’s draft horse in the Christmas parade.




  “You know,” she said confidentially, “Bernie bought that old draft horse up in Lancaster. It was the biggest horse I’d ever seen. You see, Bernie has this junk yard—”




  Not interested in the junk yard, Mark cleared his throat.




  “Well, Kerri had on little brown pants and shirt. She’d painted her nose with red lipstick. Her plan was to poise on all fours atop the saddle in front of the judge’s stand so he could see she was Rudolph. You know those Mickey Mouse hats they wear in Disney Land?”




  Using minimal words, Mark acknowledged he did.




  “Kerri got herself one from Hilda’s flea market and pasted cardboard antlers on them. Somewhere along the way the antlers came unglued and fell off. Anyway, right in front of the judge’s stand the horse stumbled and she had to crouch down.” Granny began to cackle.




  “Go on,” Mark urged.




  “The announcer got a big kick out of it. He said over the loud speaker she was Rain’s own little mouse. Of course, the kids picked up on it and she’s been the Mouse ever since.”




  Daredevil, Mark thought. Doing acrobatics on a horse in front of the judge was something Kenny would have done. Melancholy overcame him; he wanted to be alone. Manners kicking in, he told Granny Jenkins he’d enjoyed their visit and wished her a speedy recovery.




  On the way out he passed a nurse carrying medications. He heard Granny tell her what a fine young man he was. He didn’t feel fine and at thirty-four he felt older than Granny Jenkins.




  In the hallway he waited for Doctor Crenshaw to catch up. Together, they entered the consultation room. Straightway Crenshaw clipped Kerri’s rays to the viewing board and turned on the overhead light. A corrective procedure discussion followed. Mark’s questions about the surgeon were answered to his satisfaction. They both took turns expressing their opinion on how hard the impact must have been to cause the bone misalignment.




  Mark eased down on the worn leather sofa. “I noticed Kerri doesn’t have any family with her. Alan mentioned her uncle had the horse.”




  Crenshaw leaned back in the desk chair. “Kerri lost her mother about two years ago. She’s pretty tight with her aunt and uncle. Hal is a chicken farmer and blacksmith. His cousin works in radiology. She said the chickens were being collected tonight. Hal barely had time to get the horse. I called Cassie, his wife, and told her I’d get back with her if I found out anything. She‘ll be here first chance. You can count on it.”




  “What’s Kerri like?”




  “She wouldn’t have done anything to prompt an attack, if that’s what you mean.”




  “No, no, nothing like that. I didn’t realize she was a teacher until I met one of her student’s at the rodeo.”




  “That surprised me. I mean, not that she’s a teacher, but she turned down a position in the public school, higher pay, more benefits, to take on the seventh grade at the church school.”




  “Why is that a surprise?”




  “Money. Her mother’s funeral debt, student loans, and from what I hear she charged her horse on a credit card.”




  “What about her father?”




  Crenshaw threw up his hands. “He disappeared years ago.”




  Mark drew in a sharp breath. Kenny hadn’t been practical either, definitely soul mates.




  “Kerri was in and out ER growing up, horse injuries, nothing serious. She’s always been good with horses. Her uncle taught her.”




  Mark drifted off. Once again he compared Kerri to Kenny. The joke around the house was that Kenny kept Jersey General in business.




  “Kerri was changed by her mother’s death,” Crenshaw continued. “We had a volunteer here for about a year, retired Air Force chaplain. Chaplain Wings, that’s what we called him. He consoled Kerri. Next thing we knew Kerri started going to church and took a position in their school.”




  Mark froze. God. He had it in for Him. No bones about it. Crenshaw was about to slip out the door when he came to his senses. “Sorry,” he said. “It’s been a tough night.”




  “I understand.”




  The door closed quietly behind him.




  Sleep was not forthcoming. No position worked on the lumpy sofa. His mind wouldn’t settle. Besides, he couldn’t stop thinking about Kerri. He had to check on her. On his way back to her room he glanced in at the peacefully sleeping Granny Jenkins.




  At Kerri’s door he paused and took a deep breath. Quietly, he made his way to her bedside. With the x-rays fresh in his mind, he examined the swollen area. The bruised eye sorely angered him. She stirred and swatted his hand.




  “What do you think you’re doing?” a voice snapped behind him. “I’m calling security.”




  Startled, Mark turned to face one upset aide. “I’m a friend of Kerri Hill.” His voice was clipped; he was not used to being questioned in a hospital situation.




  “Do you realize what time it is? Visiting hours start at ten. You’ll have to leave now!”




  Overly polite, Mark complied and docilely returned to his prison for the night.




  * * * *




  Kerri woke in pain. Her head ached, her cheek hurt. One eye opened, one did not. Gingerly, she touched the puffy area on the side of her face and winced. She had to backtrack and put things in order. She was in Rain Memorial because somebody clobbered her from behind and socked her in the face. That much she knew. Petty blue eyes had rescued her. After that things got fuzzy.




  A nudge of panic filtered in. Suddenly it became very important to call Uncle Hal. He had to come get her. She had a horse to work, bills to pay, and lesson plans to organize.




  When she reached for the bedside phone reality set in. Moving her body any degree made her head swim. Tears began seeping from her eyes, stinging the one that wouldn’t open. Please, Lord. Help me through this. Be with Uncle Hal and Aunt Cassie, especially Aunt Cassie. You know how she is. Thank you, Lord. Thank you.
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