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      The ground rushed past faster and faster as the wheels of the airplane lost their contact with the runway. AJ unconsciously rubbed his right leg, lost in thought. He had been teaching his fifth period creative writing class when the pain first hit, sudden and white-hot, causing him to stop in the middle of a sentence.

      “You okay, Mr. Monroe?” one of his students asked.

      “Yeah.” He leaned against the desk, taking the weight off of his leg. “Now, let’s get back to work.”

      The bell rang ten minutes later, signaling the end of the class. His students gathered their books, talking back and forth.

      “Don’t forget your short stories are due next week,” he said loud enough to be heard over the sounds of shuffling as he grabbed his phone out of his desk drawer and selected Jessie’s cell number. His call immediately went to voicemail. “Hey, Jess. Call me when you get this. What’s going on with your leg? Just call me, Bro.”

      “Sir? Would you like something to drink?” the stewardess asked, bringing him back to the present.

      “I’ll take a water, please,” he replied, trying to forget the feeling of dread he experienced when he couldn’t reach Jessie earlier. He smiled at the stewardess when she handed him a bottle of water and a glass of ice with a bag of pretzels. He pulled his phone out of his pocket and plugged in his ear buds, wanting the music to distract him from his thoughts. The throbbing in his leg was still there bringing back the worry. The last time he felt pain like this was two years ago when Jessie was shot while serving as a marine in Afghanistan. The first time was when they were twelve and Jessie fell out of a tree and broke his wrist.

      After almost missing his connecting flight at O’Hare in Chicago, AJ was exhausted and grateful when he found a taxi willing to drive him to Woodview, about twenty miles outside Fort Wayne, without charging him an outrageous fee.

      The sun dropped below the horizon as the taxi pulled up in front of Jessie’s house. The windows were dark, and his work truck was not in the driveway. AJ tried calling Jessie’s cell again before he got out of the cab. Still no answer. He paid the driver, slipping him a twenty dollar tip, and walked up the steps to the porch. He banged on the door loudly enough for Jessie to hear it if he were home.

      “Looks like no one is home. Do you need a ride to a motel?” the taxi driver asked, still idling in the driveway.

      “No need. I know where he keeps the spare key,” AJ replied as he walked around the house to the back yard. He grinned when he saw the plastic owl sitting on the corner post of the deck. He lifted the owl and found the spare key taped to the bottom just where he knew it would be. He unlocked the door and walked into the house, keeping his eyes open for any clues as to Jessie’s whereabouts. Nothing was out of place, and there was no sign of Jessie. After waving to the cab driver, he shut and locked the front door.

      AJ checked the fridge and found nothing but a couple cans of beer. Jessie loved to cook, so he had clearly planned to be gone. He took his bag into the spare bedroom and decided to start looking for Jessie first thing in the morning; stumbling around town in the dark wouldn’t accomplish anything. After taking a shower, AJ pulled out his laptop and his glasses to work on his manuscript, hoping it would take his mind off his missing brother and the throbbing pain in his leg.

      The sun blazed in through the picture window and woke him from his dreams. His stomach rumbled as he searched his bag for the power cord to his laptop; falling asleep with it on had drained the battery.

      After a shower and an unsuccessful search for coffee, he took the keys to Jessie’s vintage truck from their place on the hook near the door. First stop was breakfast and coffee before he could start his search for his missing brother.

      When he turned the key, the roar of the engine brought the memories of the two of them restoring the vehicle to the surface. They rebuilt the engine and spent countless hours sanding and welding until the truck body looked just the way they wanted it. His 1972 ‘Cuda was supposed to have been their next project, but their falling out over a girl had prompted Jessie to join the Marines instead. It took his brother almost losing his leg in Afghanistan for them to start talking again.

      Shaking his head to disperse the memories, he pushed the stick shift into first gear and drove away from the garage toward town.
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      Rina Abbott clutched the mug of coffee tighter as another shiver wracked her body. Knowing Jessie had planned to be away until Tuesday, she was surprised to see him drive past without a wave or his customary toot of the truck’s horn.

      She pulled herself up and stepped off the porch. “C’mon, Petey,” she called to her Jack Russell Terrier. She walked across the yard toward the path, which wound along the stream, leading to Jessie’s front yard. He would probably be back before she could walk the distance to his house.

      Her vision wavered in and out as she stumbled down the path, her determination to reach her best friend the only thing keeping her moving forward. Once she reached his front porch, she lost consciousness and crumpled down on the steps.

      With a bag of groceries in one hand and a steaming cup of coffee in the other, AJ ambled up the front walk, dropping both when he noticed the beautiful woman sprawled out on the porch steps.

      “Hey, are you okay?” he asked as he reached toward her, stopping when the dog on the porch growled at him. “It’s okay, boy. I just want to help.” He held the back of his hand out to the animal, scratching its ears when it sat and looked at him expectantly.

      He touched her arm, alarmed at the heat radiating off her. Brushing her blonde hair away from her face, he was distracted by the curve of her cheek, his fingers itching to trace it, before he noticed the pallor of her skin and bright spots of red on her cheeks. Her clothes were baggy as if she lost weight and hadn’t bought new clothes that fit.

      She shifted and opened her eyes. “Love you, Jessie,” she mumbled. He looked into her eyes, mesmerized by the hazel color until she passed out again.

      “Jessie lucked out this time. You’re gorgeous,” he murmured as he dialed 911 on his cell phone.

      Frustrated as he answered “I don’t know” to most of the dispatcher’s questions, he wondered how long it would take for an ambulance to get there. He rubbed his neck as he listened for the wail of a siren. Anger welled up as he wondered how his brother could leave his girlfriend here alone when she was obviously sick.

      The siren cut off as the ambulance screeched to a halt. Pushing a gurney, the EMTs hurried over to the porch, dropping down to check over Rina. The younger EMT looked up at AJ. “Hey, Jessie. I thought you weren’t going to be back until Tuesday. Why didn’t you let the dispatcher know it was you?”

      “I’m not Jessie.” He wasn’t even in town for a full day, and people already thought he was his brother.

      “Shit. You must be AJ. I’m Cam.” He began to question AJ about finding Rina.

      “So what happened here?” Cam asked, removing the stethoscope from his ears.

      “I left for some food and coffee and came back to her on the porch like this. I don’t even know who she is. She seems to know Jessie though.”

      “This is Rina,” Cam said. “She’s stable, but we need to get her to the hospital.

      “Wonder why Jessie never mentioned her.”

      They strapped Rina to the gurney and prepared to transport her to the hospital. “We’re taking her to Methodist Hospital. Do you know where that is?” Cam asked.

      “No. What’s the address?” AJ punched it into the GPS app on his phone.

      As the ambulance pulled away, AJ glanced down at Petey who was looking up at him and whining. “Well, boy, how about I put you in the house and I go check on your mom?” AJ glanced around quickly, hoping no one heard him talking to the dog. Petey walked into the house and headed for the kitchen as if he belonged there. He stopped and scratched at a cupboard door. AJ opened the cabinet and found a bag of dog treats. “I’m guessing these are yours?” He pulled one out and gave it to Petey who was waiting patiently. Holding the treat in his mouth, Petey trotted out into the living room and plopped down on the rug in front of the door to eat it.

      “I hope you won’t tear up the house. Can I trust you to be good? Great. I’m talking to the dog like he’s going to answer.” He would have to trust Petey not to tear up the house. With a last look at the dog curled up and sleeping, he locked up and strode over to the truck. Following the directions from his phone, he drove across town to the hospital.

      The tiny waiting area for the ER was empty when he arrived. He rushed over to the desk. “Is there any news on Rina Abbott? She was brought in by ambulance.” He looked around nervously. Hospitals were definitely not his favorite place to be; so much of his youth was spent in hospitals while they tried to get his asthma under control.

      “Are you family?” the nurse at the desk asked.

      “Well, no,” he replied.

      “Then I can’t release any information to you. I’m sorry.”

      Cam walked out of the treatment area and heard her answer. “It’s okay. He’s Rina’s fiancé. He’s the one who called 911.”

      “Cam, you know that doesn’t matter. Without a signed HIPAA form, I can’t release any information about her condition to him. Now, do you have her insurance card? I need to know who will be responsible for the bill.”

      “I don’t know if she has insurance. Put me down as the responsible party until I can talk to her.”

      A car screeched to a halt in front of the door, and a man holding a bloody towel on his arm rushed in. “I’ve got to handle this. Cam, can you take him back?”

      “Sure thing, Theresa.”

      Cam pulled AJ through the doors into the treatment area. “Rina is still out. They won’t let you back to see her if you’re not family without her okay. I figured fiancé would work.”

      They arrived at the treatment room, stepping back when the doctor opened the door.

      “This is Doctor O’Conner. Doc, this is Jessie’s brother AJ”, Cam said. “He’s the one who found Rina. What’s her condition?”

      “She has a serious infection that was turning into septicemia due to a wound on her foot that had become infected. We got that cleaned and stitched up, and I put her on IV antibiotics and fluids. She is severely dehydrated.”

      AJ frowned wondering how she got that sick and no one noticed. “Does she have any family? I just wonder if there is anyone we should call?”

      “Just Jessie,” Cam answered. “I don’t think she has any family. She’s never talked about any. Jessie will know if we should call anyone else. I’ll call him right now.”

      “I was going to ask if you knew where he was,” AJ said. “I tried to call him last night and this morning and got his voice mail.”

      “He went camping in the state park. Some areas don’t have any cell reception. Maybe he just couldn’t get a signal.” Cam dialed his cell phone, scowling when he connected with Jessie’s voicemail. “Well, I guess we wait until he calls us back.” Putting his phone in his pocket, he asked, “Do you know if she has anyone to watch her dogs? Jessie is usually the one who does it when she isn’t able to.”

      “Dogs? She only had one with her when I found her,” AJ replied. “How many does she have? I can stop by tonight and make sure they have food and water.”

      “The one who was with her is Petey. She takes him everywhere. I think she has about twenty dogs right now. She runs a no-kill shelter out of the barn on her property.”

      “I can handle that. Where does she live?”

      “She lives about a mile south down the road from Jessie.”

      They both looked up when an orderly pushed Rina’s gurney out of the treatment room. The nurse followed with the bag containing Rina’s clothes, handing it to AJ. He found her keys lying on top of her clothing and hoped the key to the shelter was one of the few on the paw print keychain.

      Once Rina was transferred to a regular room, he pulled up a forest green recliner, the vinyl creaking as he settled in to watch over her. With Jessie being MIA for the moment, he felt responsible for her. Why the hell didn’t he tell him he had someone in his life? Oh yeah. Sasha, the bitch extraordinaire who drove a wedge between them. Maybe Jessie still harbored some resentment over that misunderstanding. Thoughts of Sasha and Jessie brought up the memories of the day Jessie enlisted in the Marines.

      Three years ago at AJ’s college graduation party…

      The thought of finally being done with school had AJ smiling as he strolled toward the keg. Jessie filled AJ’s glass and mentioned making a run to the store for more ice.

      AJ pulled his keys out of his pocket. ”You might as well take the ‘Cuda. I won’t be driving anywhere tonight.”

      Sipping his beer, he stepped out onto the back deck and stared out across the lawn, thinking about the idea he had for a novel. A hand on his arm brought his attention back to the party. He turned and found Jessie’s girlfriend, Sasha, looking at him with lust in her eyes.

      “I’m not Jessie,” he said. “He went to get some more ice, but he should be back any minute.”

      “Good,” she purred as she ran her hand up and down his arm. “I want to see if you are identical in every way.” She put her hand behind his head and pulled him down into a kiss, running her other hand across the front of his jeans.

      He pushed at her shoulders, trying to extricate himself from her embrace.

      “Come on, AJ. I don’t care which brother I have.”

      A hand on his shoulder pulled him back forcefully. “You bastard! Making moves on my girlfriend while I’m off getting ice for your party?” Jessie punctuated his question by punching AJ in the face. “You can have her. I hope you’re both happy!” he yelled over his shoulder as he stomped out the door and over to AJ’s ‘Cuda. Tires squealed and gravel flew as he drove away.

      AJ backed away from Sasha. “What the hell, Sasha? I knew you were shallow, but this is insane. Did you really think I would be open to doing it with my brother’s girlfriend? Get out of my house, you bitch.” He stuck his hand in his pocket to get his keys, forgetting he gave them to Jessie to go make the run for ice.

      He tried calling Jessie’s cell phone, grimacing when the voice mail prompted him to leave a message. “Come back, Jessie. It’s not how it looked… Oh hell, yes it was. Come back so we can talk about this.”

      AJ sat on the couch and drank beer after beer, staring at his phone and willing it to ring. Some of his friends helped him pick up the worst of the mess after everyone else left. After another futile attempt to contact Jessie, he dropped onto the couch and started snoring.

      He woke the next morning to a thumping hangover headache, finding his keys lying in the middle of the table and Jessie’s clothes gone. Shit.

      It was two years before Jessie contacted him from his hospital bed in Germany. His tibia had been shattered by a bullet when he was on a patrol with his unit. AJ was already at the airport waiting for a flight to California to be with Jessie when he got the call. He was headed to Camp Pendleton, the Marine base where Jessie had been stationed before he shipped out to Afghanistan.

      It had taken almost an entire year, but they were finally talking again, and their relationship was almost back to normal. Then the pain came again, and AJ hopped on a plane and headed for Indiana, knowing that Jessie was hurt.

      “Jessie?”

      He looked up at the soft voice bringing him back to the present with a jolt.

      “You’re not Jessie,” she whispered before she fell back to sleep.

      “You better hang on to this one, Jessie,” he said to himself. “She can tell us apart when she’s not delirious.”

      He straightened her blanket and turned to walk out of the room, belatedly remembering his promise to Cam to take care of her dogs. Pulling the bag out of the drawer, he fished out her keys and walked out of her room, feeling like he should have stayed and watched over her.
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      AJ tried to make sense of the few pieces of the puzzle that was Rina. She looked like she hadn’t eaten a decent meal in weeks, she loved Jessie, but he left her alone and went camping when she was sick, and she took care of abandoned and mistreated animals. He smiled absently at Petey’s frantic barking as he unlocked the front door. Relieved to find the house looked just as he left it, he scratched Petey’s ears. “Your mom’s doing okay, and she should be home within a couple of days. It’s just you and me for a while.”

      After changing into an old pair of jeans and a t-shirt he found in his brother’s dresser, he drove down the road to Rina’s property to care for the dogs in the shelter. He could see where Rina had invested money in a large fenced area and some smaller fenced dog runs. The fences looked new, but the barn looked like it had been there for a long time. The classic red paint had worn away in spots showing the faded grey of the weathered siding, and the rusty nails protruding from the siding could have been fixed with a simple hammer.

      Unlocking the padlock on the door, he pulled it open and was surprised to find the inside was very clean and modern. The small waiting area held a couple of chairs covered in an industrial-grey fabric separated by a small table and a rack holding a collection of literature. Wow, I can tell where she spent her money, he thought. Petey trotted in and immediately went to a dog bed set up in the corner. After circling three times, he plopped down and rested his head on his paws. The small waiting area was filled with all kinds of dog magazines and informational pamphlets scattered around the room on the table and in the rack. He walked past the reception desk and opened the door to the kennels, impressed with the size of the kennels and the general cleanliness of the shelter. He walked up and down the center aisle stopping to meet each of the dogs.

      The dogs all looked well cared for and healthy. He stopped at each kennel and read the information card. A lab mix bounced around the kennel, throwing a knotted rope in the air and catching it, a Chihuahua barked non-stop, and a pit bull mix panted at him from the bed in the corner. When he walked up to the last kennel, he discovered a beautiful Australian Shepherd just sitting and looking at him as if to say ‘it’s about time you showed up’. The dog was grey with darker spots, his face half grey and half black. He couldn’t understand how people could discard these animals as if they were yesterday’s trash. He checked the info card and discovered his name was Gunner, and he was a Blue Merle. “So, Gunner, how are you today?” he asked as if he expected an answer.

      He transferred the dogs to the fenced area, Gunner herding them toward the door as they barked and tussled. Once all the kennels had been cleaned out, he bribed the dogs with treats, brought them in, and returned them to the correct areas one by one. The food was stored in a large plastic bin with the feeding schedule tacked to the wall above it. The repetitive nature of filling the food bowls gave his mind free reign to think about his brother, and the worry made his stomach roll. “Where the hell are you, Jessie?” he asked aloud.

      After locking the barn, he checked that the doors on the house were locked. Rina wasn’t in her right mind when she started walking over to Jessie’s, and he was relieved to find both the front and the back doors closed and locked.

      On the way back to Jessie’s, Petey rode next to him in the cab of the truck, his head sticking out the window enjoying the smells on the air rushing past. AJ smiled at him. “It’s good to have someone to talk to even if you can’t answer. It’s been lonely living by myself.”

      After filling the dog bowl he brought back from the shelter, he set it on the kitchen floor and called Petey who came prancing in before AJ stood up. Once the dog started eating, AJ filled another bowl with water and put it down next to the food dish. With Petey’s needs taken care of, AJ grabbed clean clothes out of his duffel and closed himself in the bathroom to get cleaned up.

      After a shower and a quick sandwich, AJ drove back to the hospital to check on Rina. Finding her sleeping, he glanced at her chart noting her temperature was going down. That’s a good sign; the antibiotics must be starting to work. Feeling responsible for her, he plopped down into the chair and opened up his laptop. His glasses on, he opened the manuscript for his most recent project and lost himself in his story of intrigue and murder.

      AJ jerked awake. His dreams had been a jumble of searching for his brother lost in the woods and on the battlefields of Afghanistan. He grabbed his laptop, saving it from crashing to the floor.

      “Good save.”

      He looked up and found Rina awake and watching him.

      “You must be Bobo.”

      “Hey. Yeah, I’m Bobo. Actually, it’s AJ. Jessie is the only one who calls me Bobo.” He set his laptop on the floor. “How are you feeling?”

      “How did I get here? The last thing I remember is walking along the creek headed to Jessie’s to get a ride to the doctor’s office,” she said with a yawn. “I saw Jessie drive by in his truck. I figured he was on a coffee run and would be back by the time I got to his place.”

      “That was me you saw in Jessie’s truck. I got back to Jessie’s and found you passed out on the front steps. You’re lucky I had decided that coffee and groceries were the top priority; otherwise, I might have been gone all day.”

      “Where’s Jessie?”

      “I don’t know. I was hoping you could tell me,” AJ said, trying to keep the worry out of his voice. “I think he needs help, wherever he is.”

      He looked over and saw Rina had drifted off again. Wondering why he felt so protective of her, he tried to convince himself it was because she was Jessie’s girlfriend, and therefore she was family. His heart twisted at the memory of finding her crumpled on the front porch steps looking so beautiful yet so fragile. She looked even smaller in the hospital bed, reminding him of how thin she had looked in her baggy clothes. He planned to ask the doctor tomorrow if anything else was wrong; the apparent weight loss worried him.

      He yawned realizing how tired he was after taking care of Rina’s dogs. He wondered if she had anyone helping her. Taking care of the dogs was a lot of work for one person.

      His heart pounded from his dream of searching for Jessie as he opened his eyes in the dimly lit hospital room. He looked over at Rina sleeping peacefully, unaware of his presence. Her dark eyelashes against her pale skin just above the curve of her cheek stirred something within him. He briefly thought about staying but then remembered Petey would need to go out. Moving the blanket off his lap, he pried himself out of the chair. He walked down the silent hall and stopped at the nurses station. “Thanks for letting me stay,” he said, smiling at one of the nurses. “What time does the doctor make rounds in the morning?”

      “Be back by nine. I’ll let the doctor know you’d like to talk with him.”

      “Thanks.” AJ turned and headed for the elevator.

      Petey was waiting patiently by the door when AJ returned to Jessie’s. Following the dog out the back door, he leaned against the railing of the deck, watching Petey go from tree to tree to bush, watering each one in turn. “Sorry I left you here by yourself so long today, Petey. I went to see your mom and make sure she’s okay, and I fell asleep. She should be back tomorrow.” Petey sat at AJ’s feet and looked up at him before jumping up into his lap. “You miss her, don’t you?” AJ asked as he scratched the dog’s ears. “Well, you’ll just have to put up with me until she gets back.” He stroked Petey’s head with one hand as he set the alarm on his phone with the other. “Come on, Petey. I have to be up early, so we better get to bed.” Petey jumped down and stood by the door as if telling AJ to hurry up already.

      The next morning, AJ strode up to Rina’s room just as the doctor walked out and closed the door. Remembering the hospital thought he was Jessie, he walked up and said, “Hey, Doc. What’s the prognosis?”

      “The antibiotics are working, and her fever is almost gone. She can go home this afternoon,” the doctor replied with a smile. “She will have to stay off of that foot until the stitches are removed next week. I’ll have a pair of crutches sent up.”

      “Good. I have some questions. Is there somewhere we can talk?”

      Half an hour later, the doctor looked down at his phone as it beeped. “I’ve got to get back to my rounds.”

      “Thanks for taking the time to talk with me.”

      AJ walked down the hall to Rina’s room relieved that the weight loss wasn’t from something medical. He was still worried about why it was happening. Maybe she’d tell Jessie when he got back.

      After a soft knock, he opened the door to find Rina staring out the window, lost in thought.

      She turned at the sound of the door opening. “Hi,” she said with a shy smile. “I almost had myself convinced that I dreamt you up.”

      “Nope. I’m real. Doc says you can go home this afternoon.” He watched her face to see her reaction. “I’ll be back at about three to pick you up.”

      “You don’t need to do that. I can have Cam drop me off when he gets off work at five. I’m sure you have better things to do than cart me around town,” she said as she picked at her nails. “And I want to thank you for taking care of my dogs. You didn’t go in the house did you?” she asked, looking relieved when he said no.

      “It’s the least I could do for my brother’s girl,” he commented, not noticing the grimace on her face. “Do you have anyone to help you with the dogs? You’re not going to be able to do it yourself for a while. Doc says you have to stay off that foot for at least a week.”

      “I’ve got it covered.” She jumped when her phone rang.

      “I’ll be back at three,” AJ whispered. He started toward the door and glanced over his shoulder to see her pick up her phone and frown at the number on the caller ID.
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      Rina stared at the television as if she were mesmerized by the sitcom it was tuned to, but she wasn’t seeing it. All she could see was AJ’s emerald green eyes, so like Jessie’s but brighter. She was frantically trying to figure out a way to keep her no-kill shelter open, and she was distracted by her best friend’s brother. The call from her lawyer earlier in the day was not the news she had been hoping for; someone had frozen all her bank accounts, so she didn’t have access to any of her money. The inheritance from her grandfather, her personal savings, and her business accounts were all frozen. Her lawyer indicated he had filed paperwork with the court to get them released, but he couldn’t get a court date for a couple of weeks.

      The last of her on-hand cash had been spent on dog food and supplies for the shelter two weeks ago. Making sure the dogs were taken care of was her first priority. Her cupboards were almost empty, and she’d been eating one meal a day to make what food she had last longer.

      She looked up at the sound of the door opening, smiling at AJ even though her world was falling apart around her.

      “You ready to go, Rina?” he asked as he pushed the wheelchair over to the bed.

      He helped her into the wheelchair, glaring at her. When she grabbed his arm to keep her balance, it felt like every nerve ending lit up and short-circuited her brain.

      As he pushed her toward the front entrance, it occurred to her no one had said anything about her lack of insurance or pressured her about a payment plan. “Wait. I need to stop and make arrangements for the bill.” She put her hands down on the wheels to stop them from turning.

      “No need. I took care of it earlier today,” he admitted. “The last thing you need right now is to be worrying about a hospital bill. Just pay me back when you can.”

      “You paid the bill? What did you do that for?” she asked, her voice getting louder and louder. “What gave you the right to do that?” She looked away, not wanting him to see the tears building in her eyes. She had worked so hard; she didn’t want to give up now.

      He ran his hands through his dark brown hair. “I’m sorry. I just wanted to help”

      “Please, just take me home.”

      When they arrived at Jessie’s truck, he opened the door and turned around and picked her up out of the wheelchair, setting her down on the seat gently before closing the truck door. Rina watched as he pushed the wheelchair back into the hospital. The nagging voice of her mother started in. You need a man in your life. Let him take care of you. She frowned and muttered to herself, “Shut up, Mother. I’m not like you.”

      AJ climbed into the truck and started it up, grimacing when he ground the gears taking off for home. He turned on the radio to dispel the quiet, a muscle in his jaw twitching as he tried to ignore her. How did she get under his skin so quickly? He made a mental list of where he wanted to search for Jessie to keep his mind off his passenger, but he couldn’t get the picture of her crumpled on the porch steps out of his mind.

      He pulled up to Rina’s house and shut off the truck, steeling himself for the argument that was sure to come. Swinging Rina up into his arms and walking toward her front door, he almost dropped her when she screeched in his ear. “What are you doing? Put me down!”

      “No can do, Rina. My mama would roll over in her grave if I let you down now. Let me be a gentleman, please.” He strode purposefully toward the house, wanting to get this over with quickly. He opened the door after she leaned over and unlocked it.

      “You can put me down now, AJ,” she said, looking around frantically. “Thank you for all your help, but I’ll be fine from here.”

      He set her down on the couch in the living room. “Here are your antibiotics. It’s time for you to take them. I’ll get you a glass of water.” He walked into
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