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      "Why can't I have a life where I can sleep in?" Noah Kerrigan groaned from underneath the blanket. His alarm buzzed for the second time, prompting him to hit the button to make it stop. 

      He wasn’t a man who stayed up all night partying. But any night he spent with his twin brother Luke and their friend Sean watching some sporting event together, he ended up dragging himself home too late. The morning came too early for him to be comfortable. 

      He didn't understand how his twin did it. Luke slept three hours every night and he was still able to function like a normal person. Noah figured it had something to do with his time in the military. 

      As for Sean, Noah was always teasing him to get a nine-to-five job somewhere just so he could suffer along with the rest of them. His friend was an artist and set his own hours. So he slept in and often didn't wake until hours after the sun had already risen.

      The bastard.

      Thinking about Sean shifted his thoughts to his friend's sister, Emma. She was always on his mind lately. Okay…if he was being honest, she'd been on Noah's mind since about the time she hit twenty-two. He was three years older than Emma and had always thought of her as a pesky little girl who would hang out with them, tagging along or causing trouble with his cousin, Ryleigh. 

      Then that one night changed everything.

      "Hey, Sean, isn't that your sister dirty dancing with the guy we met on the beach?" Tim Larson, their buddy from high school, asked.

      "What? What is she doing here with that loser? I'm going to lock her in her room. She's too young and naïve to be here dancing like that, and he's no good for her."

      Noah watched Sean stalk over to Emma, who was dancing with some guy who, in his opinion, was dancing a little too close to her. Not that he cared any more than he did for his female cousins. Though he never thought Marinda, Katia, or Ryleigh couldn't take care of themselves. If he even hinted they couldn't, they'd have set him straight real quick.

      As they observed Sean, they realized things were about to get out of hand. 

      "That's not going well. Think we should go make sure Sean doesn't kill the guy?" Noah asked.

      Tim glanced over at him. "Might not be a bad idea."

      They both rose from their seats and walked over to the trio.

      "…loser. Stay away from my sister," Sean was saying to the guy. They were standing straight up to each other, neither one backing down.

      "Maybe your sister doesn't want me to stay away, if you know what I mean."

      "I'm going to fucking kill you if you touch her. Got me?"

      Noah and Tim each grab the men to stop them from getting into it right on the dance floor.

      "Come on, Sean, Emma can take care of herself," Tim said.

      "That's what I've been telling him, but he won't listen. Take him home and sit on him, will ya?" Emma asked.

      Tim dragged Sean away, still spouting off that they were going to talk about this later.

      Noah stuck around for a little while longer to make sure Emma was okay.

      "I'm fine, Noah. You can go too," she said to him.

      "Actually, I think I'm going to go. No offense, babe, but I like my women without any complications," the guy said before taking off to the other side of the club where a group of women were hanging out.

      Emma stood still for a moment with her mouth open. "What an asshole!" she said, crossing her arms.

      Noah agreed. How could a guy treat someone as sweet as Emma Cooper that way? "Need a ride home?"

      "Yeah…that'd be nice. Thanks, Noah."

      They walked out of the club and to his car together. Opening her door, he waited until she got in before closing it. Once he settled himself in the driver’s seat, Noah started his car then turned to Emma.

      "You're still staying at your parents' house?" he asked.

      "Yes. I'm supposed to move in with Sean in another month, but I'm not sure I want to now that he's acting like I need a keeper," she said disgruntled.

      "He just wanted to help, Emma, but even I think he went overboard," he added.

      The rest of the drive was done in silence. When he pulled into her parents' driveway, he put it in park and turned to her. "You going to be all right? With Sean, I mean." He wasn't going to let her deal with his friend on her own if she didn't want to.

      "I can deal with Sean. I'll just sic my mother on him. She'll set him straight about how I'm an adult and he doesn't need to look out for me all the time anymore," she said.

      "Okay. Have a good night."

      "Thank you for helping tonight and for driving me home, Noah." Emma reached out a hand and placed it on his arm before leaning forward and giving him a chaste kiss on his lips. As if realizing what she’d done, she quickly unbuckled her seatbelt and opened her door. 

      "See ya," she said as she left the car, closed the door, and ran to the house. Noah sat in shock before shaking himself out of it and heading home.

      Noah jumped out of bed after remembering that time five years ago. He wasn't the only thing getting up. This shit needed to stop. He had been thinking of all kinds of scenarios about him and Emma ever since. 

      It wasn't a place he could go. Not with her brother being one of his best friends. He wouldn't like how Noah thought of his sister and the things he'd like to do to and with her.

      Stepping into his bathroom, he turned the shower on, making the temperature bitterly cold, removed his boxers and stepped inside. Standing in the cold water until he got himself under control, Noah turned the knob to warm it up, taking the small amount of time he had to wash himself. Turning off the water, he stepped out, grabbing the towel off the rack and drying himself off. 

      Standing in front of the mirror, he finger-combed his dark brown hair. He kept it short, though not as short as his brother did. They were mostly identical…mirror images of each other. And yet, no one who really looked would mistake one for the other. 

      Noah had a slim, lean look. He was muscular, but not like Luke. Luke was in the military for longer than anyone liked. Even after being home for a while, he was bulked up with muscles. He also had a harder look about him. 

      Noah wished things were different, yet the things Luke most likely experienced during his time in the Army made him someone who rarely laughed anymore. Now Luke was the sheriff, while Noah was a doctor at the local clinic. It was good to have his brother back in Cypress Bay with him.

      After brushing his teeth, shaving, and throwing on some aftershave, Noah walked out of his bathroom, a towel wrapped around his waist, and stopped in front of his clothes rack. 

      His bedroom didn't have a closet. Instead, he had a clothes rack with one side of shelves standing against one wall. It was his own fault. When Ryleigh asked why he didn't want one, Noah told her he didn't have many clothes anyway, so what was the point? Now he wished she had put one in.

      Maybe he should give her a call and let her add a closet, but he was too busy to care.

      His parents owned the building, and he talked them into letting him rehab and rent the upper floor after he came home from medical school. The apartment was a loft above their office and one of the downtown stores they rented out. He liked that it was near the clinic, and was happy with the short walk to work.

      Of course, he didn't rehab the apartment himself. He could intricately sew up any wound or navigate in the smallest area of the body during a surgery procedure. Hammering a nail into wood…not his thing. He totally talked his cousin, Ryleigh, into taking over the rehab and paid her to make it habitable for him. Best decision ever.

      The loft apartment boasted his master bedroom suite on one side, a guest room, bathroom, and small office on the other side, and the center was one big open space that included his kitchen, dining room, and living room. 

      Ryleigh left the industrial pipes in the ceiling and softened it up with wood panels behind them. It made the black piping stand out against the lighter color of the wood ceiling. The floors were made of the same wood. 

      They opted to keep the brick walls and instead made the kitchen white to balance out all the darker tones. The street views were amazing. He had floor to ceiling windows that allowed him to view the entire downtown district and, on a clear day, all the way to the lake. 

      Ryleigh had wanted to add a second-floor loft with additional rooms and a catwalk looking down into the living/kitchen area, but Noah nixed it. He liked the tall ceilings. It made it seem more open, like there was more space that allowed him to breathe without feeling closed in. It was his sanctuary after a long day at the clinic or at the hospital in Pine Grove when he was on rounds.

      Snapping himself out of his thoughts, Noah grabbed his keys, locked the door and sprinted down the stairs to the street-level landing he shared with the store on the first floor. They had a door that would take him out to the street and one that led out the back to their parking lot.

      With such a nice day, he decided to walk to the clinic, pushing through the front door and coming out onto the street.

      He thought about the clinic. While he didn't own it, he worked with the owner, an older doctor, who he liked and respected. Dr. Sid Mancera had been a staple of the town for all of his life, opening the clinic well before Noah was born. As Dr. Mancera told it, he had stopped by Cypress Bay with his wife as they were on their way to Orlando for a conference. They really liked the quiet area, the proximity to Orlando, and soon realized there wasn't a place for people to go for quick medical issues. 

      At the time, residents had no choice but to go to Pine Grove for the local doctor or hospital. So he and his wife came back a few months after the conference and opened up the clinic, where they did everything from giving wellness exams and vaccines, stitching up a nasty cut, to setting a simple broken bone. More complex issues still had to be transported to the hospital, but they were now able to stabilize the patient first before the ride. 

      At the clinic, they performed X-rays, EKGs, respiratory testing, and more. They accepted walk-ins for any minor emergency or to make an appointment for primary care. Other than his regular patients, Noah enjoyed that he never knew what he would be taking on each day. 

      Stepping into the clinic, he greeted the intake specialist, "Good morning, Allison."

      "Good morning, Noah. You have your first appointment in room 2. Leann is your nurse today. No walk-ins yet," Allison Grant informed him. He didn't know what they would do without her. She was a dynamo at keeping the schedule and making sure patients moved through the office as fast as possible.

      "Well, it's still early," he replied as he walked past her and down the hall to his office. Putting on what his mother called his "doctor coat", Noah walked out to the hallway, washed his hands, then plucked the patient file from the door before knocking and entering. 

      "Good morning. What can I do for you?"
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      Later that morning, Emma Cooper slowly woke up, blinking at the sun streaming through her windows. Damn, she forgot to block them again. She meant to close the blinds. But by the time she came home, she was too tired to think about it. 

      Getting out of bed, she walked to the bathroom to prepare for the day, her mind already thinking about her projects and what needed to be done once she got to her shop. She had several projects at different stages that would need to be completed. 

      Typically, she produced glazed pots, vases, and bowls, which she then sold in a local store in downtown Cypress Bay. They tended to sell well with tourists and locals alike. But she also liked to experiment with other things for fun, like ceramic jewelry and tiles. She would often receive commissioned work, too. 

      Lately though, she was feeling restless and thought she would like to let out her more creative side with sculptures and wall art pieces.

      Throwing on a tank top, clay-stained jeans, and topping it with a light flannel shirt, Emma left her room to the main living area. Her brother, Sean, would still be asleep. He was an artist and preferred to work in the sunroom, which didn't get the right light—according to him—until the late morning and early afternoon.

      She lived in the house she had bought with Sean. They were both self-employed, and it took some finagling to be able to purchase the small home. She wasn't sure if they would have been able to manage it if it hadn't been for the fact it was a fixer-upper, or if Noah and Luke's parents hadn't helped them. They owned a lot of commercial properties in Cypress Bay, but also acquired homes that needed work. When they heard Emma and Sean were looking for a place to buy, Mr. and Mrs. Kerrigan went with them, bought the house they wanted, then set up a payment plan they could afford. 

      She would forever feel as though she were in their debt. They wouldn't want to hear it, but that was how she felt.

      Together, she and her brother pooled their funds and had Ryleigh come in and renovate the house, while they added in their own time to help out. 

      It started as a three-bedroom, two-bathroom home with a large room in the center that had nothing—no kitchen, no flooring, no lighting. It really was a disaster. 

      Once they were done, the home boasted two master suites, each with their own bathroom and walk-in closets, a half bath for guests, a gorgeous main room with a kitchen, living room and dining room, and the sunroom that Sean used for his painting.

      Walking into the kitchen, Emma opened the fridge and pulled out a bottle of orange juice and a yogurt. What she wanted was a large breakfast of eggs, bacon, and toast. It wasn't that she couldn't eat it. She wasn't on a diet or anything. She just didn't like to cook, preferring it when Sean was up and cooking for them both. Not that he cooked all that much either.

      Her ideal someday would be to find a guy who got up in the morning and had breakfast ready for her. 

      Emma sighed at the thought. At the rate she was going, that was never going to happen. She went out with her friends in Orlando on occasion to the clubs, but honestly, the guys she met were not the kind to wake up and make her breakfast in the morning. The rest of the time she was holed up in her workshop.

      Which reminded her that she needed to leave the house and drive to work. Taking her juice and yogurt, she placed them in the bag she kept on the hook by the door, before pulling it down, grabbing her keys along with it. She left the house, locking up behind her, and walked to her car.

      Her car was another relic. 

      She bought the small Mini Cooper as a lark, seeing as her last name was Cooper. She thought it was funny. Her brother thought it was ridiculous, which made her love it even more. But the car was also old. She couldn't afford a new one, so she bought the used car when she was seventeen, having saved up all her money from her pottery sales from the time she was fifteen. The car was about on its last legs now, but she didn't care. It was her baby. 

      Starting it up, Emma thought about her work on the drive out to her workshop.

      Unlike the troubles they had buying the house, Emma was able to afford to rent out a small warehouse to work with her pottery. She needed a place that would allow for her kilns and the space for multiple shelving units to accommodate the various stages of her pottery. The warehouse was a bit out of town, but she liked to keep to herself, and this took her away from disruptions while she was working.

      The kilns, tools, and supplies she often used were expensive, too. Especially for someone just starting out. Lucky for her, she was able to find a used kiln at first. After a while, she was able to upgrade it. She kept the original kiln as a backup and for additional firings. Her parents also gifted her some supplies and tools over the years for her birthdays and Christmas gifts. Now, she had a fully stocked workshop ready for whatever project she was working on.

      Today, she would be finishing the final touches on the small gift she made for Oliver and Demi to give them at their engagement party. She'd need to think of something special for their wedding present and start on it soon, too. 

      She had made something for Simon and Aylin for their engagement party—everyone knew it was an engagement party except for Aylin, who didn't find out until Simon proposed that night. They married without telling anyone, so Emma wasn't able to plan a gift, but Oliver and Demi would have an actual wedding…or so they said. Emma wasn't going to miss creating something special for their big day.

      By the time Emma pulled into her workshop parking lot, she knew exactly what she would be working on. Getting out of the car, she grabbed her bag and walked into the workshop, ready to start the day.

      Stepping into her workshop always gave her a thrill. Most people would turn up their noses, but Emma loved the smells that hit her first thing as she opened the door. Despite the added ventilation, the building still had a damp, earthy smell to it, along with a hint of sulfur and other burned metallic fumes from using the kiln. After a while, the scents faded into the background as she worked. 

      If asked to describe the scent to others who had never been in her workshop, she would need to say it was like being in the middle of a swamp and the forest. If an industrial building were placed in the center of it.

      Okay, so maybe it wasn’t a pleasant smell, but she loved it all the same.

      Still, she had to be safe. Especially when using the kilns because they gave off carbon monoxide, and she often used materials that were toxic. Since her shop didn’t have any windows, it was essential to have huge fans in the ceiling and around the back wall where the kilns were located to suck out any dangerous fumes. She also had carbon monoxide detectors just to be on the safe side. 

      Emma rarely stuck around the back area while the kilns were running, preferring to work at the front of the shop until her pieces were done firing.

      But this morning wasn’t for firing work. That she’d save for later in the day. Now she’d finish up the piece she started for Oliver and Demi’s engagement party, before turning to the creation of a new piece for their wedding present. Walking through her workshop, Emma started gathering everything she would need to start her work.
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      Little did Noah know that he would eat his words about it still being early for walk-ins by that afternoon. 

      He was exhausted.

      It had been a long day of running from one patient to another. He normally loved it, but later in the morning they had an unruly patient who went ballistic when Noah tried to examine him. 

      The man had come in complaining about abdominal pain, but something else was going on, too. The man was obviously having some sort of hallucinations, which made him believe they were all after him. The man started throwing things all over the room, and Dr. Mancera had to come in with a sedative, while the rest of them tried to wrestle the man under their control enough for him to administer it.

      Unfortunately, his nurse, Leann, was injured by some of the flying objects. Noah patched her up and sent her home, asking Allison to call in Marcy, who was off for the day. They had three nurses—Leann, Marcy, and Violet—who all rotated days between him and Sid. He didn't like having to call anyone in on their day off, but it couldn't be helped. Violet couldn't handle both his caseload and Sid's, so Noah had no choice but to call in their third nurse.

      Now she was acting like a child, pouting, sending veiled insults and guilt trips about how it was too bad she didn't get to finish whatever it was she was doing at home. 

      Noah really didn't give a damn. 

      She signed on at the clinic knowing she might be called in at any moment. The last thing he needed after the day he had was having to deal with her attitude. 

      Marcy was new to the area. Unlike Leann Simmons and Violet Taybor, she didn't grow up in the Cypress Bay area. Most of the people who grew up in the quad-town county of Cypress Bay, Pine Grove, Riverview, and Tola Beach were laid back and kind of just went with the flow.

      Marcy was as out of place as the tourists who descended on the lake town each year. She wore too much makeup—he'd never figure out how the hell it didn't all melt off in this heat—and when she wasn't in scrubs, her clothes left little to the imagination, and her nails were like claws, which he thought would make it difficult for a nurse to do her job properly. But she never seemed to have a problem. 

      He admitted she was a good nurse despite the attitude she was throwing around today.

      "Can you check with Allison and see if there's anyone waiting to be brought back?" he asked Marcy, while he finished up some notes on the patient he just left before moving on to the next one.

      "I guess. I'd rather be hanging out at the lake, but I suppose I can see if there are any more old people in the waiting room," she said petulantly.

      "Marcy. You can either do your job without snide comments or we're going to have a problem. Got me?" Noah snapped, his teeth clenched so tight he thought they would crack.  

      "Sure," she said offhandedly before walking through the door to the reception area.

      What the hell was he going to do with her? He'd need to talk to Sid later about her attitude. He couldn't continue working with a nurse—no matter how good she was—if she acted like a child when she didn't get her way. And if a patient ever heard what she just said, that would be bad for the clinic.

      One thing Marcy was right about, there were a lot of the older population of Cypress Bay regularly coming into the clinic. Noah didn't have a problem with it. Most didn't have serious medical problems. They were mostly lonely. 

      And for those who did have an issue, he was glad they were able to help them in time. With the hospital a town away, someone having a heart attack had a greater chance of dying before they arrived. Now with the clinic in Cypress Bay, they were able to stabilize a patient before transport arrived to take them to the hospital. The survival rate increased exponentially after Dr. Mancera opened the clinic.

      After the unruly patient this morning, he'd take a day full of the older patients every day.

      Finishing up the paperwork on the last patient, Noah knocked and entered the next room. "Hi, Mr. Lassiter," he said, welcoming the older gentleman, who used to be one of his middle school teachers.

      "Noah! Nice to see you, young man. Boy, you've grown since I last saw you."

      Considering he last saw him when he was twelve, that was saying something, Noah thought. "Yes, sir. What brings you in today?"

      He listened to the older man, taking care of him by examining the issue and referring him to a specialist in Pine Grove for further tests. Once finished, he left the room to find out what was up with his nurse and any new clients.

      Noah shook his head when he thought about Marcy. How she managed to keep her job when she acted like a petulant child was beyond him. Apparently, she didn’t act like one around the other doctor. And since he was the owner of the clinic and the one who hired the staff, it made sense that she wouldn’t act that way around him.

      But she was getting on his last nerve with her attitude.

      After going into a couple of more rooms to visit with other patients, Noah went searching for Marcy. She should have been in the rooms with him to make the appointments go more smoothly, to help him with taking notes, and to get him supplies when he needed them. Instead, she was nowhere to be found.

      Turning the corner, he spotted the supply room door open and strode over to it with purpose. Stepping inside, he saw Marcy with her hands full of supplies.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “Oh, you startled me, Dr. Kerrigan,” she said, almost dropping the supplies.

      “If you haven’t noticed, we have patients that need assistance,” he said, his eyes narrowing at her.

      “Of course, but some of the rooms were getting low on supplies and I decided to refill them while you were busy with the old people in rooms two and three,” she told him.

      “Your job is to be in the rooms with me to assist when needed. Go drop off those supplies, then get back to the patients,” he ordered. “I’m sure there are people in the waiting room who need to be brought to a room to be seen.”

      “Yes, Dr. Kerrigan.”

      “I’ll be in my office. Let me know when the next patient is ready,” he ordered. 

      Satisfied Marcy would get back to work, Noah turned and walked to his office to write up the notes for the patients he had just seen.
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      The workshop was exactly how Emma had always wanted it. It took a bit of time to earn the money needed to fix it up, but it finally had the exact flow she needed to work in. 

      She had stations set up around the perimeter of the workshop for each stage of her process. The center of the workshop held an island with a sink, mini fridge, coffee station, utility bench, and a desk for administrative tasks.

      When needed, clay and other supplies were delivered on semi-large pallets. For this reason, she had a garage door located on the right side of the workshop next to the main door. It led into a small storage area, where the clay and other items sat until she prepared it for use. 

      Emma glanced around her workshop in satisfaction. She had a station to work on things like tiles and where she would create some sculptural pieces. There was a shelving unit just past that for those projects to dry.

      Beyond that were her turning wheel and another shelving unit for those items to dry before being prepared for the kiln. Just past the kiln, at the back of her workshop, was a staging area. Every item she made was set on a shelf after coming out of the kiln until she was ready to prep it for glaze, decoration, and finishing on the left side of the workshop. In front of those areas was a shelving unit that separated each stage.

      Emma had an area for final touch-ups, photography—with a mini photography studio setup with a table, backdrop, lighting, and camera to document every piece she created—and packaging, where she had another garage door. She could pull up a truck, usually borrowed, to load up her wares to bring into town when they were ready to be sold. 

      Lastly, in the far corner was a little half bath with a toilet and pedestal sink. It was the only "room" in the workshop that had its own walls and a door, but completely necessary when she spent all day working. She was glad she ate the expense of having it put in; otherwise, she wouldn't be able to spend as much time in the shop working. And that just wouldn't do.

      At the moment, she was in the process of taking the bowl she made for Oliver and Demi off the drying shelf and preparing it to be bisque-fired in the kiln. This was the first time it would go into the kiln until she glazed it. Satisfied with her prep work, Emma opened the heated kiln and slowly placed it onto the internal shelf. 

      Most of the time, she would fire it up for more than one item, but this was the only project she had ready at this stage. Once it went into the oven, she'd move her attention to decorating some of her other pieces. She wasn't a painter like her brother, though she could hold her own when it came to decorating her pottery.

      "Shit!" 

      Emma quickly pulled her arm out of the kiln after pushing the gift she had made for Oliver and Demi into it. She couldn't believe that she had done it again. She looked at her arm as the red mark appeared along with a few blisters. With a sigh, she closed the kiln door, then walked over to the island sink, turned on the faucet and stuck her arm under it. 

      This wasn't the first time she had burned herself, and it wouldn't be the last. After leaving her forearm under the cool water for fifteen minutes, she turned off the water, then gently dabbed her arm with a clean towel from the cabinet under the sink. Grabbing the first-aid kit with her other hand, Emma opened it up and swore.  

      "Great! That's just what I need," she said to herself, forgetting she'd used the last of the burn supplies in the kit about a month ago. 

      Emma had been meaning to replace them, but obviously she forgot. That meant she needed to go to the clinic and have Noah look at it. Maybe if she was lucky, Dr. Mancera would look at it instead and Noah wouldn't need to know.

      If Noah found out about another burn, he would yell at her to be careful, and then he'd call Sean and tell him to yell at her, too. After this, she just might have the entire Kerrigan clan yelling at her. Especially since the engagement party was this weekend and all the Kerrigans would be present.

      She didn't like leaving her kiln running while she was gone, but it couldn't be helped right now. She'd drive over to the clinic, have her burn taken care of, then come right back. Locking up her workshop, Emma walked over to her car and gingerly got in. Her arm was beginning to hurt now. Maybe she should have kept it under the cool water longer. Figuring it was too late now, she started the car and drove herself to the clinic.

      Once there, she went in and walked up to the reception desk. "Hey, Allison."

      "Emma. What happened?" Allison asked. 

      "Umm…I sort of burned myself," she said, not wanting to admit it.

      Allison gave her an exasperated look. "You know Noah won't be happy to hear you burned yourself again. And after today, I'm not sure he has the patience to be polite about it."

      "What do you mean? What's going on?"

      "He had an incident with a patient this morning, and Leann got hurt," she explained. "He's not in a good mood."

      "Well, we don't need to bother him. I don't mind seeing Dr. Mancera," she said. This just might be her lucky day.

      "Nope. I'm not going to be the one getting yelled at because I sent you to Dr. Mancera instead of Dr. Kerrigan. He’d have my head, so you'll just wait for Noah and take your lumps now instead of later," she scolded Emma.

      Guess she wasn't so lucky. She blamed growing up around the Kerrigans. With so many of them—and being one of the founding families of Cypress Bay—anyone close to them was considered part of the family and therefore was treated as if they were by everyone else in town. 

      Allison was a local, having lived here for most of her life, and that meant there was no way she'd let Emma see anyone but Noah. The town watched out for those who were part of the Cypress Bay original families.

      Crap!

      "Here, fill out this paperwork and sit until you're called," Allison ordered. 

      Emma grumpily took the clipboard and pen, sitting down in the seat across from her. Fine, she pouted to herself. She'd handle seeing Noah and take his censure. No problem.

      After a few minutes, a nurse she had never seen before called her name, directing Emma to a room. "Hi, are you new here, Marcy?" she asked, reading her name tag.

      "I've been here for a while," the nurse answered vaguely as she took her vitals.

      "Oh, Noah didn't mention the clinic hired a new nurse. Of course, I haven't been in here for a while either," Emma responded.

      The nurse seemed to perk up at her mentioning Noah. "I actually moved to Cypress Bay recently and was lucky enough the clinic was in need of another nurse. Dr. Kerrigan hired me personally," the woman said slyly.

      Was she insinuating Noah was involved with her? She'd know if he was seeing someone, right? Of course, she would. The entire Kerrigan family would be over the moon if any of them were seeing someone seriously. They threw a huge party for Simon and Aylin, and this weekend they'd throw another for Oliver and Demi. No one in the family got away with everyone in town knowing a Kerrigan was involved with someone. 

      "It's so nice working with Dr. Kerrigan. He's amazing," Marcy continued.

      Emma felt a little weird about how the woman said this, but Marcy didn't say or do anything that made her think she should be feeling that way. She was sure Noah was amazing to work with. That was just what she meant.

      She stopped her train of thought at the knock on the door. Noah entered, closing the door behind him. He gave her a heated look before masking it. No, that couldn't be right. She was just imagining things. Noah would never look at her with anything other than like a little sister or cousin. "What did you do to yourself this time, Emma?"

      Sighing, she knew what was coming would be inevitable. "I burned myself on the kiln again. I wouldn't even be here, but I ran out of my medical supplies and forgot to refill them."

      He shook his head at her. "Well, let's see what you did to yourself." 

      Noah walked over to her and gently removed the towel she had wrapped around her forearm. "Emma," he scolded when he saw it. She admitted that it looked worse now than it had when she was at her workshop. The area was deep red, shiny, and had a series of blisters running down in a line.

      "It doesn't look like it's infected, but I'll put you on an antibiotic as a precaution. Marcy, get me the burn cream, the non-stick gauze, and a gauze wrap," Noah requested.

      "Sure, Dr. Kerrigan," Marcy cooed.

      He looked up sharply at her tone and narrowed his eyes at her before directing his attention back to Emma. Hmmm…now that was interesting. Maybe he's not involved with her after all.

      He spoke with Emma as he cleaned and tended to her burn. "Are you and Sean going to the engagement party this weekend?"

      The nurse stiffened her body slightly at how Noah asked, but since Marcy quickly relaxed and continued working, Emma thought she must have imagined it.

      "Of course. I'm making a gift for Oliver and Demi, which I was working on when I burned myself," she said wryly. "I'm not sure about Sean. You know how he is, but he'll most likely be showing up with his latest muse."

      He smirked and snorted at that. Her brother was a notorious playboy. He never stayed with the same woman for more than a week—even that was pushing it. He called them his muses. Sean was shameless.

      Finishing up, Noah gave her burn care instructions. "You're good to go." She rolled her eyes because she'd heard it all before. "I know you know how to take care of a burn, but I still need to go over the instructions. It's procedure." 

      "Okay, okay. I get it, Mr. Doctor," she teased.

      Noah laughed. "I'll see you this weekend, Emma," he said with a look in his eye that Emma didn't understand before he left the room. 

      She hopped off the table and grabbed her purse to follow the nurse out of the room. 

      "So, is Sean your boyfriend?" Marcy asked.

      Emma laughed. "Oh no! He's my brother and Noah's best friend." Just the thought that someone would think Sean was her boyfriend or that he would even have a girlfriend was humorous to her. 

      The nurse said, "Oh, that's right. Noah's mentioned Sean before. He sounds like a nice guy." 

      "He is." Emma might need to reconsider the relationship between Noah and his nurse. Why would he tell her anything about Sean? 

      "It sounds like your brother is seeing someone then. His muse?" Marcy asked.

      "Not really. He just kind of casually dates," she replied. 

      "Here's Ms. Cooper's chart, Allison. Take care of the burn, Emma," Marcy said, abruptly changing the subject and ushering Emma out into the reception area before closing the door behind her. 

      Emma left the clinic confused about many things. What was up with the nurse? And what were those looks from Noah? It reminded her a bit of the look she caught him giving her last month when he and his brother Luke were over watching the game at their house.

      Knowing she wouldn't figure it out standing on the sidewalk, Emma walked to her car, intending to go back to her workshop. She would probably never understand what all that was about. It didn't matter; it was time to get back to work. Pulling out of the parking space, she drove away, leaving her thoughts about it all behind.
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