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“An excellent follow-up to Balkind's "Gold Medal Threat". Casey and Johnny are back, this time in Colombia, to rescue the abducted families of two top soccer stars. International intrigue, snappy dialogue and rich settings combine to make Kid-napped In Cartagena your next best read. Get yours today and enjoy the adventure!”

—Nicky Testaforte

Adult & Children’s book author
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“A fun, action packed novel that reads like a combination of The Hardy Boys and Nancy Drew mysteries of yesteryear, with a current day theme. It’s perfect for older children, teens, and adults.”

—David Barnes
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“Another brilliant Balkind nail-biter featuring his young sleuths. Vivid depictions of the excitement of the World Cup mixed with an epic story featuring life and the underworld in South America and the passion of sports. “

—Kerry Lawrence
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“I really enjoyed this book. It is so kid relatable and the language is exactly how adolescents communicate. The story held my attention; and it is so wonderful to read a story that doesn't involve fighting aliens and bad monsters who want to destroy Earth.”

—JoAnn Ferrigno

Founder of Camp Summerset, a Reading & Creative Writing Camp 
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“Kid-Napped in Cartagena is a nonstop action story with some humor sprinkled in. Young readers are sure to enjoy the character development and will surely relate to the interactions between their peers and the adult characters. I found it hard to put down as I remembered my days as a youth.”

—Michael Rooney
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“I loved Kidnapped in Cartagena. Great characters. Very enjoyable read. Another winner by Michael Balkind.”

—Brian Summer 
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“Having grown up in the 50s and 60s I always felt badly that my children did not have mysteries like the Hardy Boys and Nancy Drew to read and enjoy. Michael Balkind has changed that with a series that young adults, adults and kids of all ages will enjoy. The stories have a group of young adults that work together to resolve criminal cases and use all of today's social media and electronics so everyone will enjoy reading them.”

—Steven Peltz
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“I loved Kid-Napped in Cartagena. It’s an incredible and wonderful read!”

—Harrison Mellor
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“A captivating mystery about a group of teenagers who travel to Colombia to watch the World Cup. While there, the teenage friends embark on an adventure to solve a crime involving the players. If you want an author to capture your attention and have you guessing, yet trying to put the pieces together, then you want to read this book by Michael Balkind. This has everything that I look for in a book...a great plot, interesting characters, and grabs your interest right away. Although written for young adults, it is a must read for mystery and suspense fans of all ages!”

— Jennifer Jenkins, M.Ed.

Elementary/middle school special educator (and regular educator)

And, also a superfan of thriller/mystery/suspense!!!
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I would like to dedicate this novel to my cousin’s son, Teddy Balkind, a 16-year-old boy who lost his life while playing in a high school hockey game. Teddy was a smart, funny, and independent kid who loved life and everything it had to offer. Always with a huge smile, he was kind, thoughtful and lived and played with heart. He was an outstanding human being who always thought of others and always tried to do the right thing. He will forever remain in my family's heart and in all those who knew him. His life, while short, had an incredible, positive impact on those around him...something we should all strive for.
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Chapter 1
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"Oh man, I can't sleep," Johnny Rebah groaned as he rolled over and flung the twisted bed sheet off his wiry body.

Barely conscious, Casey Clark opened one eye just enough to see the red digits on the bedside clock and muttered, "Shut up. It's 3:30 in the morning."

"No, I mean it. This happens like every time we travel. I don't know whether it's the time change or because I'm not in my own bed, but I can't sleep."

"Time change?"

"Yeah. You know, like the jet lag that kept us up when we went to Australia."

"We're in Colombia, dude."

"So?"

"So, there is no time difference between New York and Colombia."

"Are you kidding me? The flight took eight hours. Of course, there's a time difference."

"Oh, I don't believe this. Just be quiet for now and I'll explain it in the morning?"

"Fine!"

After two minutes of silence, Johnny whispered, "Casey?"

No response.

"Hey, wake up." Johnny’s voice was annoyingly louder.

Casey moaned, "What now?"

"I'm trying to sleep. Really I am, but this is driving me nuts."

"What is?" Casey slurred.

"When we flew to Australia, you said it was like we were flying into the future. The flight was about twenty hours, but since Sydney is like sixteen hours ahead of New York time, when we landed, it was only about four hours different than when we took off. "

"Yeah, so?"

"So, why is the time here the same as in New York?"

"Johnny, I'm too tired to explain it now. Either wait till the morning or Google it."

"Fine," Johnny said, reaching for his phone.

After another few minutes, Johnny whispered, "Hey."

Again, Casey didn't respond.

Johnny raised his voice, "I still don't get it."

"Oh my God, Johnny," Casey moaned. "You're driving me crazy. Australia is in a different time zone than New York. Colombia is in the same time zone as New York. I'll show you on a map in the morning. Now please, let me sleep."

"Okay, okay. You don't have to be so grumpy about it."

"Really? Just shut up already."

"Fine!"

A minute later, the room brightened, and the TV's volume blasted as Johnny fumbled with the remote. He glanced at Casey.

"Are you kidding me?" Lying on his side, Casey glared at Johnny with his elbow on the pillow and his head propped on his fist.

"What?" Johnny said.

"Don't give me that innocent tone of yours. I know what's going on here."

"What do you mean?"

"I mean, if you can't sleep, then I shouldn’t either, right?"

"Well?"

"You're incredible," Casey said as he reached for a second pillow and stuffed it under his head. "Just find something good, and I'll watch with you for a while."

Johnny smiled and began surfing channels. "Thanks."

"Whatever," Casey said quietly, shaking his head in resignation.

"Sports or a movie?"

"I don't care."

"Spanish or English?"

"Really?" Casey looked at him in wonder. "Why would we watch a show in Spanish if we don’t understand it?"

"Well, we're going to be here for a week, it would be good if we knew some Spanish. Maybe watching a movie in Spanish will help."

Casey's head slumped. "You really are unbelievable sometimes. Put on whatever you want."

Johnny clicked past a few channels, then stopped. "How about this?"

Casey watched for a second as Harry Potter spoke to Hermione in Spanish. Johnny laughed.

"What now?" Casey asked.

"It's funny. Their lips aren't in sync with their voices, and I can't understand a word they're saying."

"Duh!"

Johnny shrugged as he changed channels. "Okay, I'll find something in English, or we'll just watch some sports."

"Great."

"Here we go. How about some UFC?" Johnny stopped on an Ultimate Fighting Championship fight.

"Sure, that’s fine. But, I thought Conor McGregor retired?"

"Me too, but who cares? He's sick!" Johnny said.

"Yeah, he is."

They watched for a few minutes. The crowd roared when McGregor won the round.

"Lower the volume a little," Casey said, staring at the screen.

When the volume didn't change, he looked over at Johnny. His eyes were closed, and his lips fluttered with a quiet snore.

"Unbelievable," Casey said as he tossed the light blanket off his thin, muscular legs and climbed out of bed. After gently removing the remote from Johnny's hand, Casey got back into bed, glanced at his sleeping friend, and grinned. Wide awake now, he watched the rest of the fight, doing all he could to refrain from cheering as McGregor pummeled his opponent. He looked at Johnny once more and chuckled before shutting off the TV and closing his eyes.
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A warm, gentle breeze cascaded over Casey as he slowly awoke. The room was bright, and the delectable smell of bacon lured a loud growl from his stomach. Staring at the wall adjacent to his bed, his eyes meandered to a painting of a tropical beach scene. He squinted, thinking, Where am I? Where's the poster of Johnny, Chelsea, Samantha, and me standing in front of the Olympic flag? Baffled, he thought, Wait, is today a holiday? Mom only cooks bacon on special occasions.

He rolled over and saw Johnny sitting at the table in their hotel room. Reality gradually sank back in―Oh yeah, we’re in Colombia for the World Cup. He sat up, rubbed the sleep from his eyes, and dragged himself out of bed. Still groggy, he trudged, zombie-like, toward the bathroom.

"I didn't know if you'd want eggs or pancakes, so I ordered you both from room service," Johnny mumbled through a mouthful of food.

"Thanks."

Casey left the bathroom door ajar as he stood in front of the toilet.

"I think I got the time zone thing down, but I want you to explain it anyway."

"Can you at least wait till I'm done in here?"

"Oh, sure, sorry. I wasn't paying attention."

"Shocking," Casey said quietly with an eye roll as he walked into the room. He grinned at the sight of food-warming domes on the table. He lifted one, revealing a single pancake and a few scattered specks of hash browns.

"They only give you one pancake in an order?"

"I ate two. Sorry."

"That's okay, I'll eat the eggs." He lifted the second cover to see a small pile of scrambled eggs and half a slice of bacon. "You ate the bacon too?"

Johnny's pale face squished into pitiful remorse. "Sorry, but you just kept sleeping, and I was still hungry after my omelet."

"Wait. You mean you already ate your breakfast, and then you had mine too?"

"I left you the eggs, didn't I?"

"How generous."

"Oh, come on. I tried not to eat yours, but it smelled so good. Since when do you sleep this late, anyway?"

"Only when somebody wakes me up in the middle of the night and won't let me go back to sleep."

"What are you talking about?"

"You don't remember? You woke me from a deep sleep. Then, you turned on the McGregor fight and made sure I'd watch it with you. Then, you fell back to sleep."

"Sorry."

"Whatever."

"How many rounds did it go?"

"All the way. It was so amazing! I can't believe McGregor lost again."

"What? He lost? Holy cow! Why didn't you wake me?"

"Wake you to watch him lose? That's ridiculous."

"No, it's not. I can't believe he lost!"

"Yeah, well, don't."

Johnny squinted. "Huh?"

Casey smiled.

"Wait, you're messing with me, aren't you? McGregor won, didn't he?"

Casey grinned and nodded.

"I knew it. He's insane!"

"Yup," Casey agreed.

"Oh here, I almost forgot," he lifted another plate and removed the cover as he handed it to Casey. "I saved you some sausages."

"How nice of you," Casey said, rolling his eyes again.

"What?"

"You hate sausages."

"Hmm, I guess you got me."

"It's alright," Casey said, taking a bite. "I appreciate that you at least attempted to be nice."

"Attempted? That hurts. Maybe I shouldn't give you this." He lifted yet another plate from the crowded cart.

"What's that? Half-eaten toast?"

"Take the lid off, jerk."

Casey removed the cover, and the tantalizing aroma of cinnamon wafted from the hot, gooey, spiraled roll. "Wow. I love cinnamon rolls."

"I know," Johnny said.

"Dude, you're awesome." Casey took a bite. His eyes closed, and his lips curled blissfully.

It was Johnny's turn to smile.

"This is so good. As soon as I finish, I'll explain the time zones. It's much easier to understand when you look at a map."

"Show me later. I forgot to tell you, my dad texted. They're waiting for us at the pool. I told him we'd come down as soon as you woke up."

"Okay, I'll go put on my shorts."

Johnny didn't respond. He was already completely engrossed with a game on his cellphone.

Casey rummaged through his suitcase and grabbed his blue Quicksilver boardshorts. He picked up the remote and turned on the TV as he slowly walked toward the bathroom. A local Cartagena news announcer was reporting the day's headlines.

Casey stopped and increased the volume. "Johnny, look."

Johnny looked up. "So, it's Erminio Marrese and Leonardo Sauro. Of course, they're on the tube. They're Italy's best players."

"I know who they are. Just keep watching."

The newscast changed back to the previous part of the story showing a slow-motion, black and white video of two men being shot in a café, and then two women and two children being aggressively led from the café at gunpoint. The story continued in Spanish.

"I wonder who they are?" Casey said.

Johnny's thumbs raced across his phone's screen at lightning speed. "Marrese's and Sauro's wives and kids. They were taken from that restaurant yesterday. It's right here in Cartagena. The police don't know much yet, but they're saying it's probably a cartel thing."

"Wow, that stinks," Casey said. "I wonder who the guys that got shot were? They didn't look like Marrese or Sauro."

"It says they were their bodyguards. Erminio and Leonardo were training with the team at the time."

"You think all the players have bodyguards?"

"I don't know," Johnny said.

"I wonder why they took the wives and kids?"

"Maybe they expected the men would be at the restaurant too."

"Hm, maybe?"

"It doesn't matter anyway. It's not like there's anything we can do about it. Go get changed. Let's go to the pool."

"Yeah, I guess you're right." Casey stepped into the bathroom and closed the door.
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"Well, look who finally decided to wake up and join us," Casey's mom, Shane, said as he walked toward his parents’ poolside chaise chairs.

"Yeah, well, someone in my room had a problem getting to sleep and decided it was a good idea to keep me up half the night."

"Again?" Johnny's dad, Joel said. "What's with you and hotels, son? The beds are comfortable, aren't they?"

"My bed's fine. I think it's the time change thing again."

"Time change?" Johnny's mom, Cindy, asked.

"You know, like when we went to Australia. The jet lag thing that we had to get used to."

"I explained that we're in the same time zone as New York," Casey said. "It's easier to understand when you're looking at a map. I'll show him later."

The smiles and nods were hard to miss.

"Okay, everyone. Please don't make fun of me. It's my vacation too."

"Nobody's making fun of you," Cindy said.

"Right. Call it what you want, just please stop."

As Casey and Johnny gave their parents quick hugs, Casey said, "Did you guys hear about Erminio Marrese's and Leonardo Sauro's wives and kids?"

"What about them?" Joel asked.

"They were taken yesterday," Johnny said.

"What do you mean, taken?" Reid Clark, Casey's father, asked.

"They were having lunch at a café near here, and a couple of guys shot their bodyguards and took the women and kids."

"Oh my God," Shane said. "That's awful."

"They think it's a cartel thing," Casey said. "But they're not sure yet."

"What a shame," Joel began.

"Yeah, I hope they're okay," agreed Cindy.

"I can't stand that organized crime has infiltrated the world of high-level sports. Between Peter Buckar’s abduction at the Winter Olympics, the assassins you boys stopped at the Olympics in Australia, Bob Thomas' murder at AllSport, Reid's death threats, and now this, it's gotten way out of hand."

"Well, at least you didn’t have anything to do with it this time," Shane said, looking at the boys.

"Mom!" Casey snapped. "You make it sound like we were involved."

"Well, you were."

"But we were on the right side of the law."

"Of course you were. I'm just glad you're not tangled up in it this time."

"Me too," Cindy agreed. "I’d prefer this vacation to be nice and relaxing. And besides, you boys are only fourteen, you should be having fun instead of trying to stop criminals. You can save the world when you get a little older."

The adults chuckled.

Casey and Johnny looked at each other and shrugged. They removed their sunglasses and World Cup hats, slathered themselves with sunscreen, and stretched out on lounges, side by side, between both sets of parents.

Within minutes both boys were fast asleep. Shortly after, they were awakened by a spray of cold water on their legs.

"Stop it, Johnny," Casey mumbled with his eyes shut.

"Me? You stop it!"

After another squirt hit them both, Johnny reached over and smacked Casey's leg. "I said, cut it out!"

"Ow. That's not funny, you idiot."

One more squirt made them both sit up, fists clenched, ready to pounce on each other.

Loud laughs from two girls in the pool got the boys to look. Samantha and Chelsea, their friends from Australia, were both holding water guns.

"Holy cow," Johnny yelled, jumping up from his chaise. He ran toward the pool with Casey close behind. Both boys leaped in and proceeded to dunk the girls in retaliation.

"Easy, mate," Samantha said, pushing aside her long, curly, auburn hair. "I am a girl, you know."

"You sure are," Johnny said with a big smile, not trying to hide the fact that even after two years, he still had a crush on her.

"Wow." Samantha looked up at Johnny. "You guys must have grown about ten centimeters since the last time we saw you."

"No. Only about four inches," Johnny said.

Samantha, Chelsea, and Casey smiled.

"What?" Johnny asked. "Same thing, huh?"

"Not exactly," Casey said.

"Whatever. You both look great," Johnny said.

"Yeah. And that's so cool," Casey said to Chelsea, tapping the side of his nose in the same spot where she had an emerald stud. "It matches your eyes."

"Thanks, mate," she answered, pushing away a blond lock that had escaped the tightly coiled bun her hair was tied in.

"I can't believe you guys are here," Casey said.

"Yeah, pretty cool, huh? Your mom and dad made all the arrangements with our parents. They wanted to surprise you both." Chelsea rubbed the water from her big eyes, then reached for the edge of the pool.

"Well, it worked." Casey gave his parents a thumbs up, then asked the girls, "How'd they know how to find you?"

"Your mom sent me a private message on Instagram about a month ago," Samantha said.

"Cool!" Casey said, flinching as a soccer ball splashed down, just missing his head.

"Whoa! Where did that come from?" He reached for the ball.

"Lo siento," a boy said as he swam toward them.

Casey handed the ball over with a smile.

"Gracias," the boy said.

"De nada," Casey answered, noticing that the boy had winked at the girls just before swimming away. He was good-looking and more muscular than Casey and Johnny. His skin tone and accent were similar to the local Colombians Casey had met at the hotel and airport. Casey glanced coyly at the girls wondering, did they smile back when he winked? He looked at Johnny, who returned a raised brow and shrug.

"Wow! Look!" Chelsea exclaimed. "How cool!"

They all turned to see the boy approaching his friends, who were standing chest-deep in a circle near the other end of the pool, heading a soccer ball back and forth across the circle.

Casey began keeping count each time the ball left a kid's head. On sixteen, the ball splashed down, far outside the circle. He watched as a kid retrieved the ball. Casey squinted, then rubbed the water from his eyes and blinked a few times. Yup, the kid was a girl in a bikini. After a few additional eye-clearing blinks, he thought, Whoa, she's pretty!

"They're so good," Samantha said.

"Good? They're amazing!" Johnny exclaimed.

"Let's go closer and watch," Chelsea said.

They began swimming toward the shallow end. The sky was cloudless, and the sun was bright. The temperature was rapidly climbing, and while the large pool wasn't overly crowded, there were many small groups throughout the deep and shallow ends. Casey listened as he slowly breast-stroked, weaving his way around clusters of hotel guests enjoying the water. He heard five conversations, each in a different language. Testing himself as he went by, he knew the first was French and the second was Italian. The third language sounded Scandinavian. The fourth was Asian, but he couldn't pinpoint its specific country. Then, he had to listen harder as he was passing three men who were speaking so quietly Casey couldn't hear a word. They looked to Casey like South or Central Americans, but, of course, he couldn't be sure.

Slowing to the pace of a drifting seahorse, he did his best to keep his surveillance inconspicuous.

"Moverlo chico!" one of the men said loudly, glaring at Casey.

Casey nervously looked toward the man and their eyes locked for an intimidating moment. Thick, wet, black hair and a bushy moustache were plastered against his dark brown scalp and upper lip. A twitch of the man’s left eye caused Casey’s body to stiffen. With a flick of his wrist, the guy waved Casey on. While Casey’s comprehension of Spanish was sketchy, there was no mistaking what the man meant.

Quickening his pace with his eyes fixed on the guy, Casey swam into someone.

"I'm so sorry," he said, flustered and overly apologetic.

"It's okay, mate. It's only me." Samantha placed her hand calmingly on his shoulder.

"Oh, thank God."

"What was that all about?" she asked, tipping her head subtly in the angry man's direction.

"I don't know. I passed them really slowly. I guess he thought I was eavesdropping."

"Were you?"

"Kind of," he said with a grin.

"Why?"

"I was counting how many languages I could identify as I swam by different groups. I didn't mean to upset anyone."

"You never do."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"Oh, I don't know," she said with a chuckle. "It seems to me that you and Johnny are like magnets when it comes to trouble."

"What? No way."

"Well, maybe trouble is the wrong word, but you sure manage to get into some interesting situations."

"Okay." Casey shrugged. "Maybe you're right. But it's not like I mean to."

"I didn't say you did."

"Whatever. Let's go watch." He turned his head toward the group of kids and saw that Chelsea and Johnny had joined the circle. "Wow, that didn't take long."

"Oh, cool. C'mon, let's go," Samantha said, already rushing to join them.

As Casey got closer, he noticed that a big crowd was watching the group play their game. He began to have second thoughts. I can't head the ball like them. This is going to be embarrassing. He watched as Johnny got his chance and headed the ball. Instead of sending it in a high arc like the others, Johnny sent a line drive that hit the kid across from him in the chest. Of course, the boy happened to be one of the biggest and toughest looking in the group. The other kids in the circle went silent. The boy scowled and glared at Johnny.

"I'm sorry. I didn't mean it," Johnny stammered.

I knew this wasn't a good idea, thought Casey as he rushed toward his friend's side while keeping an eye on the big kid who had been hit.

The boy's fierce look slowly turned into a grin as he pointed to his head. "Muy bien. Tienes una cabeza dura."

Casey only understood muy bien, but the group's laughter and the slaps on Johnny's back from those flanking him made it clear that everything was okay. Johnny began to laugh, too.

Casey sighed and stopped outside the circle. He watched as the game resumed, and Chelsea, who was standing right in front of him, headed the ball in a nice arc to the boy across from her. Some of the kids clapped. Then, after the next header, the ball flew back in Chelsea's direction but sailed high over her head. It landed in front of Casey, splashing him in the face.

More laughs emanated from the circle. After rubbing the water from his eyes, Casey saw Chelsea gesturing for him to join the circle.

He tossed the ball to one of the guys and shook his head. "No, I suck at heading soccer balls."

Then, the pretty girl in the bikini who was standing next to Chelsea reached her hand out to him. "Vamos, es divertido," she said with a smile so big, it practically made Casey melt into the pool.

"Okay, but I warned you," he said anxiously as he took her hand and stepped between the two girls.

"Listo?" the boy with the ball asked, looking at Casey. "Aqui, practíca."

"No entiendo," Casey said, uttering the two Spanish words he knew best.

"He's going to toss you one for practice," Chelsea said.

"Okay," he said reluctantly.

Casey focused as the ball came his way in a softly thrown arc. He timed it perfectly and jerked his head forward, hitting the ball low on his forehead, sending it down just in front of him with a big splash. The pretty girl plucked the ball from the water and said, "Mirame."

"Huh?"

She smiled at him, and while holding the ball in her left hand, she pointed at his eyes, then toward the ball with her right hand. "Mira." She tapped the middle of her forehead and shook her head. "No." Then, she touched her hairline. "Aqui."

Casey watched as she tossed the ball high in the air and waited until the right moment to flick her head forward. She connected with the ball and sent it across the circle, back to the boy who had thrown it to Casey. She looked at Casey again, pointed at him, and said, "Tu turno."

"Listo?" repeated the boy with the ball.

Casey looked at him and raised a finger. "One second." He rubbed his face, steadied himself with his arms stretched out just above the water, and with a look of determination, said, "Listo!"

Casey focused on the ball as it approached. He hit it harder this time, and a little high on his head. The ball flew over the boy's head, directly across from Casey. Nods of approval mixed with a few claps. The girl in the bikini tapped him on the shoulder. "Mejor. Mira." She tapped the top of her head and said, "No." Then, she tapped the center of her forehead, and repeated, "No." Finally, she placed the tip of her finger on her hairline, and said, "Aqui!"

Casey nodded.

"Mira," she said, pointing at a younger boy standing outside the circle in shallower water. He was heading the ball repeatedly, seemingly unaware that anyone was paying attention to him. Casey watched in awe as the ball bounced about ten inches, straight up and down continuously with only small movements of the boy's head. He made it look easy, almost effortless. Casey was impressed by the boy’s absolute focus.

A loud shout snapped Casey from his mesmerized stare. He spun his head toward the circle just in time for the soccer ball that was approaching like a missile to hit him squarely in the face. The sickening crack of his nose was drowned out by the louder smack of the ball against his face.

"Ow." He raised his hands, covering his nose and tearing eyes.

Laughs from a few of the kids stopped abruptly as Casey lowered his hands. Everyone was staring at him. He was in pain, but didn't want anyone to think he was a wimp. "I'm alright. Listo."

With all eyes remaining on him, he became anxious. "Why are you all staring?" He reached up with cupped hands and gently felt his nose. It hurt, but the pain was tolerable. His eyes widened as he looked at his palms after removing them from his face. They were covered with blood. Looking down, he quietly gasped at the blood streaming down his chest and stomach into the pool.

"Somebody get him a towel!" Samantha shouted as she splashed her way to his side. "Are you okay?"

"Yeah. It hurts, but not so bad." He looked at everyone staring. "I guess it looks a lot worse than it is."

"I bet you broke it again, dude," Johnny said, leaving a wake in his path as he rushed through the water with a towel in his outstretched hand.

"No. It's not broken," Casey said, reaching up again with both hands and touching his nose. "Ouch. Maybe it is. Is it crooked?"

"I can't tell. There's too much blood." Johnny handed Casey the towel. "Here, wipe it off, and I'll check."

"Look at it later," Samantha said. "Just cover it up, and let's get you out of the pool."

"Yeah," Johnny said. "You're making a pretty big mess."

"Shut up, Johnny," Chelsea said.

"Well, he is."

"He's in pain. Just be nice."

"Oh, come on, it's only a broken nose. It's no big deal."

"Oh yeah?" she said. "Well, how would you feel if it was you?"

Johnny shrugged and rolled his eyes. "You know how many times I've broken this?" He placed his forefinger on the tip of his nose.

"From the look of it, probably a whole lot," Samantha said as she took Casey by the arm and led him toward the steps.

Casey and Chelsea laughed.

"Ow." Casey groaned through the bloody towel. "It hurts to laugh."

Johnny proceeded to touch and rub his own nose. "Is it really that bad?"

"Stop worrying about yourself and help us get Casey out of the water," Samantha said.

They walked by the young boy who was still heading the ball up and down repeatedly.

"Wow, he's good," Chelsea said. "Kind of looks like he's in a trance or something."

The others nodded.

Casey's parents were waiting for them at the top of the stairs.

"Samantha," Reid Clark said. "You didn't have to punch him that hard, did you?"

"What? I didn't..." Samantha said defensively before looking up to see Reid's grin. "Oh."

"How bad is it?" Casey's mom asked.

"I'm pretty sure it looks way worse than it is," Casey said.

"Well, let's get you cleaned up and see if we need to take you to the hospital."

"Hospital? No way!"

"Sure. Who needs a hospital?" Casey's dad said with a chuckle. "You'll look great with a crooked nose."

"Yeah," Chelsea said. "It will look just like Johnny's." She turned, ready to defend herself. "Hey, where is he?"

"Who knows?" Casey said. "Dad, do you really think it'll be crooked if I don't have it set?"

"Let's find you a chair and take a closer look."

"There's one." Samantha pointed a few rows back.

Casey sat and pulled the red-streaked towel from his face. He flinched as he gently wiped away the blood from around his nose.

"Ooh!" Reid grimaced. "Nice job, bud. You look like DeNiro in Raging Bull."

Casey gave his father a questioning look.

"You never saw Raging Bull?"

As Casey slowly shook his head, Johnny approached. "Whoa! It looks just like McGillivray's."

"Really? It's that bad?" Casey asked, touching his nose again.

"No. Not really," Johnny said with a laugh.

Casey smiled.

"Who is McGillivray?" asked an older man with a long, gray, braided ponytail standing just behind Johnny.

"A UFC fighter. His nose got smashed really badly," Casey said, eyeing the man's tie-dyed, calf-length swimming trunks and matching shirt with peace signs and “Grateful Dead” on them.

"Who is your friend, Johnny?" Reid asked.

"Oh, sorry! This is Doctor...," Johnny scrunched his face as he turned toward the doctor. "Sorry, I forgot your name."

"Julio Esteban," the man said, turning to Casey. "Hmm, may I?" He began reaching toward Casey's nose.

"Hold on a second," Casey's mom said. "Who exactly are you?"

"I apologize, ma'am. You must be his mother."

She nodded.

"I run a clinic in Buenos Aires."

"A clinic?" Shane sounded skeptical. "What kind, if you don't mind my asking."

"Why would I mind? Currently drug addiction. But don't let that scare you. I retired from my family practice about eight years ago in order to offer my services to the needy. If it helps ease your concerns, I have re-set many broken noses in my time."

"How did you know about Casey?" she asked.

"I heard the announcement looking for a doctor and I responded."

"Announcement?"

"Yeah," Johnny said. "I figured there had to be a doctor somewhere in this crowd, so I ran to the concierge and asked them to announce it."

Happy that he wouldn't need to go to the hospital, Casey gave Johnny a thumbs-up.

"I don't want to seem paranoid or ungrateful, but do you have any credentials with you?" Shane asked.

Esteban made a silly face as he pulled the pocket linings out of his swimming trunks. "I can go get them if you wish. My wallet is in our cabana." He pointed to the row of cabanas behind the crowd on the other side of the pool.

Shane chewed her lip while staring at him skeptically.

"Honey," Reid said, pointing at Casey's bloody nose. "Why would anyone but a real doctor offer to touch that?"

Everyone except Shane chuckled, even Casey. "Thanks, Dad!"

"Well?" Reid said, reemphasizing his point.

"Alright," Shane said reluctantly. "I'm sorry, Doctor. I hope you understand."

"Of course I do. He's your son, and I'm sure I don't look much like a doctor in my pool attire."

Shane smiled.

"May I?" the Doctor asked as he approached Casey again.

"Sure," Shane said.

"I'm going to be as gentle as possible, young man, but it may hurt a little."

"Okay," Casey said with a slight nod.

Doctor Esteban delicately slid his thumb and forefinger up and down the sides of Casey's nose. Casey winced.

"Did that hurt?"

"A little."

The doctor nodded and spoke as Casey's mom held her son's hand. "It is definitely broken and needs to be set. I can do it fairly quickly right here, or we can take him to your room for some privacy."

"Your call, Casey," his mom said.

"Let's just get it over with here."

"Good. A brave young man." The Doctor turned to Johnny. "Johnny, would you please go find me two plastic drinking straws and a couple of wooden ice cream bar sticks or spoons."

Johnny nodded, turned, and ran.

Next, Doctor Esteban looked at Chelsea and Samantha. "Could you girls please get some ice, clean towels, and Q-Tips?"

"Sure," Samantha answered.

Then, he looked at Reid. "I guess you're Casey's father?"

"Yes, doctor, I'm Reid Clark," he said, reaching to shake hands.

Esteban smiled. "I may not look it, Mr. Clark, but I'm an avid golfer and big fan of yours."

"Thanks, Doc. I'm sure I'll say the same after you've taken care of that hook." He grinned, pointing at Casey's nose.

"Oh, Dad! That was so bad!" Casey moaned.

"No, Casey," Esteban said with a snorting laugh. "It may have been at your expense, but it was an excellent golf joke." He turned back to Reid. "I have more of a slice than a hook, though. Maybe you'll help me with it later. But at the moment, would you do me a favor?"

"Of course."

"Go ask the bartender for a glass of the highest proof alcohol they have."

"Are you going to get him drunk or use it as a disinfectant?"

"No, it's for me. I always do a shot or two before working on my patients."

"What?" Casey's mom shrieked.

Esteban laughed. "I'm going to use it to disinfect everything. Sorry, I couldn't resist."

Shane rolled her eyes.

"That is unless you would like some, Casey?" Esteban asked. "It might help ease the pain."

Casey looked at his parents questioningly.

"Fine with me," Reid said.

They all looked at Casey's mom, who looked back at each of them and finally shrugged. "I guess if it'll help. But just a little."

"Wow. Cool," Casey said.

"I'll be back in a flash," Reid said.

"Okay, Casey," Esteban said. "I think we should move you to a more comfortable lounge chair." Scanning their surroundings, he saw that they now had a sizable audience. "Tell you what, let's head over to my cabana. I don't think we want to put on a show."

"Good idea," Casey's mom said. "Thank you, Doctor."

"No problem. My wife will appreciate the company anyway." He grinned.

"Oh, no. We can't do that to her."

"Nonsense. I never work without her by my side. She'll not only understand, she'd be annoyed if I did this without her."

"If you say so."

Doctor Esteban nodded.

"Let me help you." Casey's mom reached for his arm.

"I'm okay, Mom. It's only my nose."

"I know, but you got hit hard, you might be dizzy."

"Thanks, but I can do it," he added a little testily.

"Fine." She pulled her hand away. "I only wanted to help. You don't need to be so grumpy."

"Sorry, Mom, but this is really embarrassing. I don't want them to think I need my mother's help." He gestured his head toward the kids in the pool and flinched when he saw the girl in the bikini looking right at him.

"Oh, I understand. Okay, you're on your own. Would you mind if I walk closely behind you? Just in case?"

"Uh, yeah, I guess," he answered, hardly paying attention to his
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