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      In the first six years of his life, Elijah Drycinski moved a hundred times. Well, maybe not a hundred, but it seemed that many. People called him an army brat. He understood the army part—his daddy was “the Colonel.” But brat was kind of mean. His mama said so.

      He tried to be a good boy, but sometimes bein’ good was hard. Especially when you were lonely, and no one wanted to be your friend but the animals.

      Eli liked animals a whole lot. They didn’t care that he was new in town. They didn’t care that he didn’t know any of the kid games everyone else played, on account of he never stayed in one place long enough to learn ‘em, and his mama and the Colonel were sort of old and didn’t play much.

      Eli’s parents loved him; they just weren’t quite sure what to make of him. Eli never brought kids home to play; he always brought animals home to live—which made his mama kind of nuts. But animal friends were better than no friends.

      Which was what Eli had one bright summer morning, two days after the Colonel had left the army for good and moved them to Pine River, Wisconsin—forever, he promised. No friends but Mr. Squirrel.

      “So what do you do here in Pine River?” Eli asked of the gray squirrel in the tree.

      Eli knew squirrels didn’t talk to people, but what could it hurt for him to talk to a squirrel? He’d discovered that the more an animal heard his voice, the better the animal behaved around him.

      “Are you talking to that squirrel?”

      Eli clamped his mouth shut, turned and shook his head at the little girl who eyed him from the next yard. He’d been caught by other kids talkin’ to animals, and while Dr. Dolittle might be a nice movie, when kids shouted the name at you that wasn’t very nice at all.

      “Sure were.”

      She marched into his yard as if she owned it. She was definitely a girl, ‘cause her yellow hair was in pigtails, but she wore pants and a T-shirt, and she was as dirty as any little boy. He liked her right away.

      “Squirrels can’t talk.” Eli kicked the dirt with his sneaker.

      The girl came over and kicked the dirt right back at him. “Can, too. Only they talk squirrel, not people. But I figure if people can learn to talk Spanish and French they can learn to talk squirrel.”

      Eli stared at her in amazement. He’d often thought that himself. But no matter how hard he tried, he never could understand squirrel or dog or cat or any language but people.

      “So can ya, huh? Can ya talk squirrel?”

      “Nah,” he said. “I was just foolin’ around.”

      “Oh, I do that sometimes, too.”

      Eli glanced at her to see if she was teasin’. But she wasn’t, or not so’s he could tell. She was smilin’ at him as though she liked him, or at least he thought that was what her smile meant.

      Eli wanted a friend. He’d never had one that wasn’t an animal. But he was afraid that if he tried to be her friend she’d laugh, then run away, and he’d be alone again with the animals.

      The Colonel always said only cowards didn’t take chances. Eli’s dad wasn’t thrilled with his gentle, animal-loving son, so he often said things like that to make Eli toughen up. But Eli couldn’t help it that whenever someone threw a ball his way the ball hit him in the face.

      Since Eli had never been a coward, he took a chance—and it was the smartest thing he ever did.

      “You want to play with me?” he asked.

      “Sure.”

      As easy as that, they became friends. Gwen Bartelt accepted Eli for who he was—a quiet, shy boy, who was smarter than most and related better to animals than people. She never made Eli feel embarrassed or weird; in fact, she made him feel special.

      Not until high school, when hormones raged and love became real, did Eli understand all that he felt for her. Because he knew Gwen better than anyone else, he also knew that he had to let her go if he ever expected her to come back.

      So he never told her of his love, and when she left, he smiled, waved and pretended he was happy, even as his heart cried.

      Then he waited for Gwen to come back of her own free will—but she didn’t.
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      Steven Bartelt requests the honor of your presence at the marriage of his daughter, Guinevere, to Lance Heinrich, M.D., on Saturday, the seventeenth of June—

      

      Scritch!

      Eli ripped the invitation in half. Childish, true, but tough. Gwen was his. She’d been his since . . . since . . .

      Since the very first day he’d seen her. He’d always believed they belonged together. He figured eventually she’d see it, too.

      He hadn’t wanted to push; he knew Gwen well enough to understand that speaking of love would be a mistake. Gwen had watched her father turn into a cranky old man at the age of twenty-nine because of love, and she wanted nothing to do with the emotion. Too bad, because Eli loved her with all his heart, and he always would.

      Propping his hip along the front porch railing, Eli stared down the quiet side street where he lived. Pine River was always quiet. Maybe that was why she’d left.

      An odd thud from the backyard started his dogs yapping inside. Eli might not have a passel of friends, but he had a gaggle of pets. Not much had changed over the years. Every stray in the vicinity still found its way to Eli’s house.

      His gaze wandered next door. Why hadn’t Doc told him about Gwen’s engagement? Sure, Gwen’s dad was the same workaholic small-town doctor he’d always been and rarely took time for any talk beyond “Hey, Eli, how about them Packers?” But you’d think the man would have mentioned his daughter’s wedding.

      Unless, of course, Doc hadn’t known, either. Gwen could easily have printed the invitations on her own. She and her father had never been close, despite the fact that her mother had died when Gwen was two and Doc had raised her. If you called paying the bills and hiring Eli’s mom to take care of her raising a child.

      But who was he to judge? The townsfolk said Doc had never been the same after his wife died, and that was understandable. Doc had always blamed himself for his inability to save the woman he’d adored.

      Eli glanced at the heavy sheet of paper crunched in his hand. Guinevere and Lance . . . Geez, were they serious? Gwen had probably gotten a few chuckles over the names, but Eli wondered if old Lance got the joke. If he didn’t, he wasn’t the man for Gwen.

      No one was the man for Gwen but Eli. So what was he going to do about it?

      “Doctor! Doctor!” The strident voice came from the backyard. The panic in that voice brought Eli to his feet.

      Nancy Davidson, face as white as a fresh sheet of typing paper, stood between the two houses. Nurse Nancy, as everyone called her, was Doc Bartelt’s right hand. She was unflappable—or had been until now.

      “It’s Doc,” she shouted. “Come quick.”

      Eli jumped down the steps and sprinted across the lawn and into the backyard. Doc lay on the ground, his leg bent at an impossible angle, his face whiter than Nancy’s. The ladder leaning crookedly against the side of the house gave a clue to what the odd thump of a few moments earlier had been.

      Nancy fell to her knees and checked Doc in perfect nurse fashion. The routine seemed to soothe her, and her hands stopped trembling.

      “What happened?”

      “I told him not to climb up there and clean the gutters. All the rain’s made the ground soft. You’re just begging for trouble to go up on a ladder in springtime. But do you think he’d listen?” She snorted.

      “Contrary to what you might believe, Miss Smart Aleck, you are not my mother.” Pain drew Doc’s mouth tight. The man might resemble Alan Alda with his long, lean build, but he never got very close to Alan’s quiet voice and manner.

      “Well, if he’s this feisty it can’t be that bad,” Eli said.

      “Quit talking like I’m not here or too senile to understand. It’s broken.”

      “I could figure that out for myself.”

      “Get me a Tylenol No. 3, Nance. And you, boy, set the leg.”

      “Me?”

      “They call you doctor, don’t they?”

      “My patients mostly call me moo and oink.”

      “Ha-ha. Fix it.”

      Nancy rolled her eyes, confirming Eli’s suspicion. Doc didn’t want to go to the hospital. He’d try anything to stay in Pine River.

      “I can’t set your leg, Doc. I’m a vet.”

      “Well, at least look at it. Make all that education your parents paid for worth something more than horse healin’.”

      “If you were a horse, I’d be your doctor.”

      “If I were a horse, you’d shoot me.”

      “Don’t think it hasn’t crossed my mind,” Nancy muttered.

      Eli hid a smile. The two of them were always sparring. Doc was a crusty old coot, though he had to be in his midfifties at most. Still, he cultivated the cranky, small-town-doctor persona.

      Nancy, a friend of Gwen’s from school, had grown up knowing Doc. She thought that gave her a right to tell him what to do.

      Doc didn’t.

      Nancy tried to rip Doc’s pants leg so she could see better. She didn’t have much luck so she scowled at Eli from her position next to the prone man. “Do you think you might do something? From what I can tell this is an open, compound fracture.”

      Which meant the bone protruded from the skin. Eli hated when that happened. “Yuck.”

      “Wuss. Get down here.”

      When Nancy said “Jump!” the correct response was “How high, ma’am?” So Eli went down on his knees. “Did you call for an ambulance?”

      She gave him a withering glare. Nurse Nancy knew emergency procedures. “You know how long that will take.”

      Pine River was thirty miles from the nearest hospital—small-town life at its most dangerous.

      Eli found his pocketknife and slit Doc’s pants. “Excellent work, Doc. You’re going to need a pin in this.”

      “Goody,” Doc spat from between clenched teeth. “Nance, the Tylenol and an antibiotic, hmm?”

      Eli did what he could, but basically he was a horse doctor. Doc needed a human one. When the ambulance came, Eli gratefully turned his patient over to the experts.

      “I’m going to be in the hospital a few days, then out of commission awhile.”

      The paramedic loaded Doc onto a gurney.

      “Should have thought of that before you did a Peter Pan off the ladder,” Nancy said.

      Doc turned to the paramedic. “Could you make her go away?”

      The young man gave Nancy a wary look. “I don’t think so, sir.”

      “That’s what I figured. Nancy, cancel my appointments. Get a temporary replacement.”

      “You know how that will go.”

      Doc sighed, and for just a minute, Eli felt sorry for him. Pain in the behind that he was, the man was devoted to his patients and the town. Pine River was not the number-one choice for new doctors. Doc had needed a partner for years; there just weren’t any to be had. The money stank, the hours were worse and the prospects for advancement mighty slim.

      “Try anyway.”

      The paramedic started to take Doc away.

      “Wait!” Doc held out a hand to Eli.

      Surprised, Eli took it.

      “Call Gwen. Tell her . . .”

      Eli waited, expecting declarations of love for the man’s only child. “Yeah, Doc, what should I say?”

      “Tell her to get her butt home.”

      Doc disappeared into the ambulance, the doors slammed shut and the vehicle rumbled off.

      Eli stood there dumbfounded.

      Nancy appeared at his side. “Some bedside manner, huh?”

      “Pain makes you say crazy things.”

      “Then how would you explain his everyday manner?”

      “Old age?”

      “The man is fifty-six years old. My mother, who may I say is as happy and spry as a lark, has calluses older than him.”

      “Only fifty-six?” That must be right. As long as most folks could remember, Doc Bartelt had been the doctor in Pine River—for nearly thirty years anyway.

      “So are you going to tell Gwen to get her butt home, or should I?” Nancy asked.

      “You.”

      “Coward.”

      “That would be me.”

      “All right. I’ll call her before I call the patients.” She stared in the direction of the long-gone ambulance and an odd sort of wistfulness came over her face. “I’d sure like to go with him, though.”

      “He’d want you to call the patients. You know how he is.”

      She snapped back from wherever she’d been and became once again Nurse Nancy, Doc’s right-hand woman, though she didn’t look too happy about it at the moment. “Patients first. Always and forever.”

      Eli stuck his hands in his pockets. His fingers touched the torn wedding announcement, and he caught the glimmer of an idea.

      Until he heard Gwen pronounced another man’s wife there was always hope. Eli had one month before the wedding, and he meant to make the most of it. He would do what he must to force Gwen to see the truth. He’d just discovered a truth of his own.

      He should never have let her go.
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        * * *

      

      The phone rang, shrill in the depths of the day. Gwen Bartelt did not flinch or gasp; she barely woke up. With practiced ease she found the phone on her nightstand, punched the button, her eyes still closed, and brought the receiver to her ear. “What?”

      “Gwen?”

      Her first name spoken in a familiar voice made Gwen’s eyes snap open. She could see nothing but the faint glow of the phone from the corner of her eye. The heavy curtains on her windows blocked out every snatch of light. She had spent a fortune on those curtains. In her profession a good day’s sleep was priceless.

      Gwen sat up, rubbing at thick and grainy eyelids. How long had she been asleep? Not long enough. “Nancy?”

      “I’m sorry. I woke you up, didn’t I?”

      Shaking her head, Gwen tapped the light on her nightstand and squinted at the clock—10:30 a.m. Lovely, she’d been asleep for half an hour. No wonder she couldn’t seem to get her mind around . . . something.

      Her sleep-fogged brain cleared with the speed thunderstorms raced out over Lake Michigan. Phone calls that did not begin with “Dr. Bartelt, we have trouble in the ER” meant one thing. Bad news.

      “Is something the matter with Doc?”

      “Damn right. He’s too stubborn for his own good. I told that old goat not to climb that ladder, but did he listen? No-o.”

      “Nancy!” Gwen bit out, tired, impatient and scared. “Focus! What happened?”

      “He’s in Mercy Hospital, having his broken leg put back together with a pin.” Silence descended over the line, then a question tumbled free. “Can you come home?”

      Gwen stared into the semidarkness and thought of home. She didn’t want to go. Then Nancy said the one thing that could make her go where she had not been for a very long time. “He asked for you, Gwen.”

      “Really?” The needy note in her voice embarrassed her. She’d have thought her father would chew nails before he’d ask for anything, especially for the prodigal daughter to return.

      “No, I lied.” An exasperated growl that was so “Nancy” Gwen almost smiled traveled across the phone line. “Yes, really. Will you?”

      Gwen needed nothing less than to take time off one month before her wedding and honeymoon. Her fiancé, who also happened to be her boss, would be put out. He would pout.

      She couldn’t resist.

      “I’ll be there this afternoon,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      The first sight of Pine River always made Gwen want to cry. Perfect little town, so pretty and sweet, with pines along the river, just as the name promised.

      She drove past the large, colorful sign at the city limits that announced: Pine River. Come For A Visit You’ll Stay For A Lifetime. Midwest propaganda at its finest.

      “It should say, Just A Visit Seems Like A Lifetime,” Gwen said.

      Though she’d lived in Pine River the first eighteen years of her life, she’d always wanted out. She couldn’t remember the mother who had died when she was two, but everyone else in town did. They said Gwen looked like her, talked like her, walked like her. No wonder Doc could barely stand the sight of her.

      She’d left the place behind and been nothing but happy ever since—except for missing Eli. She’d seen him sporadically after graduation, when she’d driven off to Milwaukee and he’d gone to Madison, but not at all in the past five years. Oh, they’d written and they’d phoned, but she missed having her very best friend in her life. Unfortunately, Eli loved Pine River and he wasn’t ever going to leave.

      The bright May sunshine hit Gwen’s sore eyes. She was running on adrenaline and caffeine. There’d been no sleep for her after Nancy’s phone call.

      Pulling to a stop in front of the rambling three-story house where she’d been born, Gwen stared out the windshield for a long moment. The place had always been too large for just her father and her, but it had been in the Bartelt family since Wisconsin was admitted to the Union over one hundred and sixty years before. Back in the days of large families, this house had been full of love, laughter, children. Now it looked pretty unloved, sad and empty—which, Gwen acknowledged, was most likely a reflection of her mood than anything else.

      If she were a patient, she’d tell herself her recent depression was common enough on the threshold of changing your life forever. Wasn’t that what wedding jitters were all about? But to be honest, the cloud that seemed to follow her everywhere, like Pigpen’s little ball of dust, had appeared long before the ring on her finger.

      Nancy emerged onto the porch, waved, then hopped down the steps and approached the car. As always, the woman didn’t have a spot on her white nurse’s outfit.

      Gwen couldn’t believe Nancy hadn’t told Doc where to get off with his insistence that this nurse wear a traditional white uniform, just as all his other nurses had. At least the triangular nurse’s cap wasn’t perched atop Nancy’s head. That would have been a bit much. Instead, her long, slightly curly, chestnut hair was secured in a thick braid down her back.

      Gwen got out of the car and they hugged. Nancy was taller and bigger boned than Gwen, but her bright-blue eyes and freckles made her appear smaller and younger than she was. An attractive, amusing, intelligent woman, why on earth was she devoting her life to Doc?

      “I thought you’d be here long before now.” Nancy rubbed Gwen’s shoulder a moment in a silent show of sympathy before releasing her. “What happened?”

      To drive from Milwaukee to Pine River took three hours with luck, much longer than that if you were Gwen Bartelt and bad luck was your middle name.

      “Traffic,” she said shortly, unwilling to go into all the other things she had needed to attend to before leaving her condominium on the east side of Milwaukee: call Lance, get a week off, listen as he begged her to stay—not for love but because it would mess up the schedule—ask her neighbor to pick up the mail and water the plants . . .

      “Ah, traffic.”

      In Pine River the word traffic in conjunction with Chicago, Minneapolis or Milwaukee always brought on long faces and frowns. Though most Pine River folks didn’t venture into traffic, they’d heard about it.

      Gwen and Nancy walked toward the house, and as was her way, Nancy answered questions Gwen hadn’t even asked yet. “Doc’s fine. Resting while comfortably drugged. He’s going to be in the hospital a few days with light traction before he can get a cast and come home. I doubt he’ll be able to work for a month.”

      “He’ll be able to hobble me down the aisle, won’t he?”

      “If I were you, I wouldn’t even go there, girl. Your father is hot as a hornet about your getting married to a guy he’s never heard of. He got the invitation, bitched all morning, then stomped out to do the eaves and fell on his butt.”

      Guilt washed over Gwen. She should have told him in person. There still would have been a scene, but maybe Doc wouldn’t be in the hospital. She pushed the guilt aside. With a head harder than the average brick, Doc would have gone up on that ladder sooner or later, regardless of what had been in the mail that morning.

      “He’s never met Lance because he refuses to leave this town or his patients.”

      “He’s been to Milwaukee a few times.”

      “For a conference or a consult. Yippee.”

      “At least he went, Gwen.”

      True enough. She’d been so busy with work, and so darned glad to get out of Pine River, she hadn’t come back. Until now.

      “You could have at least brought up the fact that you were dating seriously before springing a wedding on him.”

      She could have. But she just knew her father would loathe Lance. Doc was an old-school physician who abhorred the namby-pamby elite. Lance was the elite of the elite. Even his name would send her father off on a bender of sarcasm.

      So why was she marrying the man?

      She’d been lonely most of her life; only Eli had helped. But sooner or later Eli would marry and have as many kids as he had dogs—that had always been his dream. Then he would be lost to her forever.

      She’d begun to pull away from him several years ago so that when the man who was her best friend found a new one her heart would not shatter. Lately the loneliness had begun to prey on her. She got on well with Lance, and they shared a vision for the future—brilliant careers augmented by perfect partners. She had no illusions that Lance loved her, just as he had no illusions that she loved him, which was the way they both wanted it.

      No kids, no pets, no everlasting love—three very good rules—because if everlasting love knocked on Gwen’s door she was going to throw the bolt and hide under her bed.

      She’d seen what that kind of love did to a person, and she wanted no part of it. What she wanted was a sane, mutually satisfying relationship. If Lance died or things didn’t work out, she’d be sad, but she’d survive. Unlike her father. He might breathe and walk and work, but he wasn’t really living, and he hadn’t been for almost thirty years.

      “Earth to Gwen.” Nancy waved her hand in front of Gwen’s eyes. “Where did you go?”

      “Memory lane. Sorry. This place has that effect on me.”

      Nancy’s eyes darkened, but she didn’t commiserate. One of Gwen’s favorite things about Nancy was that she knew sometimes sympathy only made matters worse.

      “Let’s go inside and put away your suitcase. Then we can drive to Mercy. I canceled your dad’s patients for today and tomorrow, though God knows what we’ll do for the next month.”

      “You drove to Mercy and back, then made all those calls? Damn, you’re good.”

      Nancy’s lips curved as she shook her head. “You know how Doc is. Patients first. I stayed here and Eli went to Mercy. He just got back.”

      Gwen’s gaze went to the house next door—a house where most of her happy memories of Pine River resided—just as two black rockets of fur shot from the backyard and headed straight for them.

      Nancy saw them coming. “Sit!”

      The two identical black labs skidded to a halt, their rear ends sliding along the ground and hitting their front feet.

      Gwen’s gaze went to their mouths and stuck there. Something furry hung out.

      “What do they have in their mouths?” Gwen asked, though she really didn’t want to know.

      “Drop it!”

      Obediently, the labs opened their jaws, and two scraggly, wet bits of fluff landed at their feet.

      “Please don’t tell me they’ve brought us dead things.”

      “They wouldn’t hurt a flea. They’re just possessed.” Nancy took a step toward the dogs and the balls of fluff, which had begun to tumble about and mew. At her approach, the dogs started to wiggle their rumps and wag their tails. “Stay.” They stilled. “Where did you get these?” Nancy demanded, as if the two would tell her.

      Their mouths opened in doggy grins, tongues lolling, and Nancy gave an exasperated sigh. “These two bring home every cat in town. They don’t hurt them. They just want to carry them around and get them all slimy. They’re the scourge of the neighborhood.”

      Gwen’s lips twitched. She couldn’t help it. The dogs’ initial glee had turned to expressions of abject embarrassment as Nancy talked about them. Obviously, they’d been down this road before.

      “Elijah Drycinski,” Nancy shouted. “Get out here!”

      The screen door opened and Eli stepped out.

      Gwen’s mouth fell open. What had happened to him?

      Maybe she hadn’t seen him in five years, but she would remember if Eli looked like a GQ model. He’d always been just Eli, the guy next door and her very best friend. Shy and sweet, but smart, gentle with animals, uncomfortable with people—except for her.

      He’d never been that tall or that muscular. He’d worn glasses and kept his hair so short he didn’t need to comb it. Who was this man over six feet tall, with biceps bulging out of a black T-shirt that stretched over an equally well-endowed chest? The rugged, manly face, upon which perched no hint of glasses, appeared a bit familiar, and the black hair that had always been too short to curl now wound below his ears and flashed blue highlights in the sun.

      “What the . . .?”

      Nancy chuckled. “I always said he’d be a late bloomer, but you wouldn’t listen.”

      “Bloom? He looks more like he detonated.”

      “Gwen?” Eli shaded his eyes against the late-afternoon sun.

      Though his voice had changed years ago from a boy’s to a man’s, it now held a hint of hoarseness, a worldliness unlike the Eli she knew, which sent an odd skitter down Gwen’s spine. Goose bumps raised on her legs. Only a reaction to a cool spring wind, she assured herself. She’d worn shorts to travel, and in May Wisconsin, shorts were almost always a mistake.

      As Eli approached, a smile of welcome spreading across his face, unfamiliar lines created by sun and wind and cold deepened about his black eyes, altering his countenance in new and intriguing ways.

      She was staring and she needed to stop. Gwen stepped forward, arms spread wide for a welcome home hug. “Hey, Eli.”

      Instead of hugging her back and letting her go, Eli pulled Gwen close to his remarkable new body, then brushed her lips with his.

      And the world did a weird sort of shimmy.
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      Eli's mom always said, “Begin how you mean to continue.” And since Eli meant to continue with Gwen straight down the aisle, the first order of business was for her to stop seeing him as the amiable boy next door and start seeing him as a man she could love.

      He only gave her the merest brush of lips, a chaste, welcoming kiss no matter where you lived, but she jumped as if he’d stung her, and when he raised his head she stared at him as if he’d sprouted a beanstalk from his ear.

      Though he wanted to tug her close and hold her tight, tell her everything he felt and beg her to stay with him forever, he wasn’t as dumb as he looked. That would be the quickest way to see the back end of Gwen’s car disappearing down the highway. He had to play this right or lose everything.

      So he smiled as if he hadn’t a care in the world, ignoring her puzzled frown—and Nancy’s knowing smirk. “Glad you’re home.”

      Even though her scent enticed him, seduced him, made him want to do crazy things in the middle of the day, he stepped back. Gwen always did smell like temptation in the rain, and the sight of her made him think of cool vanilla ice in the midst of a desert summer.

      Though he could tell by her face he appeared different to her—he’d grown a few inches in several directions since she’d seen him last—she looked exactly the same to him. Dark-blond hair, brown eyes, a complexion that would tan light gold with only minimal time in the sun. The present porcelain shade of her skin revealed her work habits even more than the fatigue in her eyes.

      In her simple summer shorts and top the shade of sand and the setting sun, she made him think of deserted beaches and tropical nights. Long legs; slim build; elegant, capable hands.

      Eli swallowed, and so as not to be tempted any further toward liberties he dared not take, he turned to Nancy. “You bellowed?”

      “Your animals were out cruising again.”

      Eli winced. “How many this time?”

      “Only two because I made them sit and stay. Can’t you break them of that? I thought you were a dog doctor.”

      “I thought so, too, but they don’t seem impressed.” Eli turned to his dogs, which looked suitably abashed. They were afraid of Nancy, along with the rest of Pine River, though they tried with all their doggy hearts to make her love them. They couldn’t understand why she didn’t succumb. Everyone else did.

      “Jake! Elwood!” Ears perked at the sound of their names. “No cats.”

      “Wait a minute,” Gwen interrupted, laughter in her voice. “Their names are Jake and Elwood?”

      Eli had been explaining those names for a year now. No one ever seemed to get his joke. He had no doubt Gwen would.

      “Yeah, so?”

      “And that would be because . . . ?”

      “They bring home every cat in town. No matter what I do, they won’t stop because they’re—”

      “On a mission from God,” she finished.

      They laughed, and it was as if the years apart had never been.

      “What are you guys talking about?”

      “The Blues Brothers,” Gwen said, as if that explained everything, which for the two of them, it did.

      “Eli always says that when people ask him about the names, but I don’t get it.”

      “It’s a movie.”

      “That much I know.”

      “Jake and Elwood, the Blues brothers, are on a mission from God. They demolish Chicago.”

      “Aha,” Nancy said. “I see where this is going.”

      “Eli and I must have watched that movie a dozen times in high school. We had hysterics every time.”

      “You always were two peas in a pod.”

      That was what Eli was counting on. He just had to remind Gwen of everything they had shared and nudge her bit by bit toward the realization that the rest of their lives should be shared, as well.

      “Have you watched it lately?” he asked.

      “Not since I left Pine River.”

      “We’ll have to remedy that while you’re here.”

      Her smile froze. For a moment she looked caught in a trap. It was as if the Gwen he’d always known had fled, replaced by this long, cool woman in tan shorts. “I don’t plan on being here very long.”

      Nancy and Eli exchanged a glance. They’d see about that.

      “I’ll drive you to the hospital,” Eli offered.

      “I know where it is.”

      “Really? I thought you’d forgotten this section of the state altogether.”

      “Don’t start, Eli.”

      “Hey, you know your dad will.”

      “I stopped listening to Doc years ago.”

      “Maybe that’s your problem.”

      “Who said I had a problem?”

      “If everything is fine, then why are you stick thin and ghost pale, with purple circles under your eyes and tension lines around your mouth?”

      “Whoa!” Nancy held up her hand. “Them there’s fightin’ words. I’ll just put Jake and Elwood in the house. When you two finish round one, you’ll find me in Eli’s truck.” Nancy snapped her fingers at the labs, which, after lingering gazes of adoration for the kittens tumbling on the lawn, followed with their tails between their legs.

      The hurt in Gwen’s eyes had Eli wishing he’d kept his mouth shut, but seeing her all worn-out made his chest hurt. He knew Gwen. She was Superdoctor. To admit exhaustion would be failure—and failure she would not allow. She tried so hard to be unlike Doc she didn’t see how very like him she was.

      Before Eli could say anything else, a pickup truck stopped in front of his house. Pete Jones, a farmer from the outskirts of town, leaned over and shouted through the passenger window, “You want to bring my kittens over here?”

      Gwen snorted. “Everyone knows where to come when they’re missing a cat, don’t they?”

      “They used to blame coyotes. Now they blame Jake and Elwood.”

      “And they’re usually right.”

      “They’re always right.” Eli picked up the still-damp balls of fluff and delivered them to Pete.

      “I see Gwen’s home.” Pete waved and Gwen waved back. “She’s lookin’ good.”

      Pete and Gwen had dated. Lucky for Pete, he was safely and happily married, with five kids and eighty dairy cows; therefore Eli did not have to kill him.

      Eli leaned into the open window. “Doc broke his leg this morning.”

      “I heard.”

      Eli absently petted the kittens. The Pine River grapevine was amazing, as always.

      “Who’s going to be our sawbones until Doc is back in commission?”

      Eli shrugged.

      “You think Gwen will stick around?”

      Eli could only hope Doc found the right words to get Gwen to stay. Even though he wouldn’t wish a compound fracture on his worst enemy, Eli had to admit Doc’s accident had been fortuitous. He didn’t know what he’d have done about Gwen otherwise. Gone to Milwaukee, pounded on her door and dragged her away with him?

      Caveman he wasn’t, but if that was what it took, that was what he’d do. He’d waited long enough for Gwen to come to her senses on her own.
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        * * *

      

      When Gwen and Eli reached his Ford SUV, Nancy handed Gwen a pillow and pointed at the back seat. “Time for you to take a catnap.”

      “So Jake or Elwood can bring me home in a doggy bag?”

      “Snot.” Nancy got into the front seat with Eli.

      Gwen climbed into the back, and her gaze met Eli’s in the rearview mirror. He raised his eyebrows in an expression that plainly said: Why argue with Nancy? You’ll only get a headache.

      Gwen lay down. She couldn’t stay mad at Eli for more than a minute. He’d only been telling the truth. She was exhausted—in body, mind and soul. Of course she’d never admit that, but truth was truth.

      Shutting her eyes, Gwen enjoyed the warmth of the sun and the fresh spring breeze through the half-open windows. Shadows of the trees danced across her closed eyelids, making her remember summer afternoons with Eli, lying lazily beneath the oak tree in his backyard, sharing their dreams, drinking Kool-Aid.

      Nothing had ever been that peaceful or easy again. Eli had that effect on her. With him she could be who she was. Because he was her friend and not her lover, she knew that no matter what she did, he would always be there for her—at least for as long as he could be.

      “How’re your mom and dad?” Her voice sounded sleepy and Gwen let her eyes stay closed.

      Though Eli’s parents had originally retired to Pine River, the long winters had worn thin and they’d moved to Tucson several years ago. Katie Drycinski had been the only mother Gwen ever knew, and she’d been a good one. Gwen was ashamed to admit she had not seen Mrs. D. since the last time she’d seen Eli.

      “They love Arizona.”

      The peace Gwen had hoped to find listening to the familiar cadence of Eli’s voice did not overtake her. Instead, she experienced again that odd shiver as his new husky tone slid across her skin like warm water.

      “Do they love Arizona even when it’s 110 degrees in the shade?”

      “They come home and harass me then.”

      “Do you fly west in March when winter in Wisconsin isn’t so fun anymore?”

      “Wish I could, especially when I’m in a cow barn, stripped to the waist, up to my shoulders in cow and it’s forty below.”

      “Mmm, nice image.”

      Actually, the image of Eli stripped to the waist wasn’t all bad. She’d like to see that, minus the cow. She must be tired if she was fantasizing about Eli half-naked.

      What had gotten into her? She’d never thought of Eli like this. He had been her friend and nothing more, because a friend was what she needed. Lovers were a dime a dozen. Friends were forever.

      “Why don’t you let Nancy watch the Blues Brothers and you can head for the desert?”

      “Speak for yourself, honey. I’m not watching the twin terrors.”

      “They’re very well behaved,” Eli protested.

      “Until they smell cat.”

      “I’m working on it. It’s embarrassing for the local vet to have dogs who covet feline flunkies.”

      Gwen giggled. Eli always could make her laugh. “So why don’t you spend March in sunny Arizona?”

      “I can’t leave my patients. There is no one else.”

      Gwen’s laughter died. “You sound just like Doc.”

      “Thank you. He’s an admirable man.”

      Doc was an icon in Pine River. Like his father before him, he’d been present at the births of half the town, the illnesses of all and the deaths of many. Gwen would admire him, too, if she could get over a lifetime of neglect.

      Oh, she’d never wanted for anything—except love—and you could live without love. She was proof of that. But he’d never needed her, never needed anyone but his dead wife. Gwen had grown up feeling that if she disappeared from the face of the earth, no one would notice. Except for Eli, of course.

      The truck slowed, turned, stopped.

      Gwen sat up. Mercy Hospital had expanded since she’d been here last, as a volunteer aide during high school. The ER at Mercy was a far cry from City Hospital in Milwaukee. People died at Mercy; it was inevitable. But they rarely died in quite the same fashion as people died in Gwen’s ER.

      Of late, the job she’d always dreamed of was more a nightmare than a wish come true. Working in the emergency room of a big-city hospital had always seemed like the way to help the most people, but the longer Gwen worked there the less she felt as if she helped anyone at all.

      Eli opened her door and held out his hand.

      Such chivalry. Does he think I’m near collapse?

      Trying to reassure him, Gwen gave a great big happy smile before aligning her palm to his. A curious tingle went up her arm, and she pulled herself free, unnerved at the odd response. Her smile dissolved.

      “What’s the matter?” He continued to hold out his hand.

      “Nothing.” Gwen got out of the vehicle on her own. She had to get a grip. Quickly. Before Eli noticed the strange effect he was having on her and asked more direct questions. She would have no idea what to tell him.

      They followed Nancy across the parking lot, then Eli took the lead to Doc’s room.

      “You go in first,” Eli said.

      “Can’t we all go in together?”

      “He was kind of loopy when I was here before. We’d better go one at a time.”

      Gwen had never seen her father loopy. She wasn’t sure she wanted to.

      Eli nodded toward the door.

      Nancy gave her a little shove.

      Gwen would have liked to run all the way home to Milwaukee, but she’d come this far so she stepped into her father’s hospital room. In that big white bed, with his leg in traction, he appeared both smaller and older than she remembered.

      Gwen fought a rush of sympathy. Her father had never needed or wanted anyone’s sympathy. He’d always held his pain close to his heart, where it festered. She swallowed the bitterness she had hoped to conquer. Here, faced with both the man and the memories, it returned.

      His eyes snapped open, pinning her at the foot of his bed. For a moment Gwen imagined she saw love and tenderness there, but she must have been mistaken, because his words held neither.

      “Didn’t think you’d come.”

      “Couldn’t believe you asked.” She winced at the sarcasm in her voice. She and her father had been picking at each other for years. Her mother would have been horrified—or at least Gwen thought she would have been. She’d never known her mother.

      Doc sat up, grimaced, then waved Gwen off when she would have helped him. “I did a dumb thing.”

      For Doc to admit himself at fault was nothing short of miraculous. Gwen sat in the chair next to his bed but kept silent, curious what else he might admit.

      “I’m going to need help.”

      She gaped. The words need, help, and I in a sentence from Doc occurred about once in every never.

      “What kind of help?”

      “Doctor help.”

      “Should I buzz someone?” Gwen half stood, reaching for the call button attached to his bed. “Do you need more pain medication?”

      “Not yet. But they’ll be in here soon enough to dope me, and by then I’ll want them to. So let me talk and don’t interrupt.”

      That sounded more like the Doc she knew.

      “I’m going to be out of commission for at least a month. Could be six to eight weeks in a cast—well, you know that as well as I do. But the beginning is going to be tough, and I know I’m not going to be able to do my job the way I should.” His lips tightened again, this time with annoyance over the truth rather than pain. “I need someone to take over for me until I can manage again. I want that someone to be you.”

      “We’ve had this conversation before—”

      “I’m not asking you to be my partner. I’m not asking you to stay here forever. I’m asking you to give your father one month of your life. Without a doctor around here, people die. Even with a doctor, they die.”

      A shadow passed over his face, and Gwen knew he remembered her mother, his wife. A car crash on a lonely country road and she’d died in his arms, despite everything the great Doc Bartelt had done to save her. That was why Gwen had run as fast as she could from any suggestion of practicing in Pine River. She did not want to watch someone she knew or loved die in her arms; so she’d gone where she knew no one—and she hadn’t loved at all.

      “You have vacation time coming, don’t you? Comp days? Something?”

      Though they rarely spoke, and saw each other even less, her father understood her well—or at least knew her work habits. Probably because Doc took off less time than she did—in the vicinity of little to none.

      “I’ve got some time,” she answered grudgingly.

      “So take it.”

      “I saved it for an emergency.”

      He flicked a finger at his broken leg. “Looks like an emergency to me.”

      “Can’t you get a temporary doctor?”

      “Sure. Tons of decent physicians are knocking on my door to inquire whether they can help me take care of the people in my town for a few weeks’ stint.”

      “There has to be someone.”

      “There isn’t. I need a competent physician, right now. You’re elected.”

      “Well, unelect me. I’m getting married in a month.”

      “So get married in a month, but in the meantime help out your father.”

      “I’m an ER physician, not family practice.”

      “Think you’ll be bored in little old Pine River?”

      Gwen shrugged. She did thrive on the fast pace of the ER. People who worked in one had to or they’d never manage. But there was also a high burnout rate, and of late she’d begun to understand why. Still, she was very, very good at her job—one of the best. Yet she had no doubt that in Pine River, no matter how good she was, she’d always be less than Doc.

      “Do you remember what your mother said when she first saw you?”

      Gwen narrowed her eyes. “Low blow, Doc.”

      “Desperate times, desperate measures. What did she say?”

      “‘This one will save the world.’”

      She’d heard the story of her birth countless times, and her mother’s words had sent her into emergency medicine. What better way to save the world? Unfortunately, in Milwaukee she rarely felt she was doing more than sticking her finger in a disintegrating dike. No matter how hard she worked, the disasters kept arriving.

      Silence descended—heavy, charged, waiting. The bombshell was coming.

      “I need you to save my world, Gwen.”

      She yearned to say yes. Doc had never needed her before, and she’d talked herself out of needing him—of needing anyone.

      The voice of temptation whispered that even though he needed her now for his patients, at least he needed her, and maybe if he admitted needing her, he might admit loving her. She’d been waiting a long time for her father to say those words. He probably wouldn’t—or maybe, like her, he couldn’t.

      She wanted to say yes, but she was all grown-up now, with places to go, people to see, patients of her own, for crying out loud. Instead of giving in to temptation’s voice, Gwen walked to the door where she whispered, “I can’t,” and slipped from the room.
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