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        I’d spent the last five years learning from some of the best doctors and surgeons so I could further my career. I’d also spent that time homesick and missing the only place I’d ever call home. When Eastport General Hospital offered me a position I took it. I was so happy to be returning home, but returning home met revisiting the ghosts of my past.

      

        

      
        Brielle, my little sister’s best friend was that ghost. We’d had a secret fling the summer before I left, a friends with benefits relationship, no strings attached. Despite that my feelings for her grew. Now I find out that she is now a mother. The woman I had crushed on for years was someone else’s woman and I had no one to blame but myself, after all, I’d left her here.

      

        

      
        Only the joke was on me, Brielle didn’t have another man’s child, she had my child. A child I’d known nothing about. How could she not have told me? I didn’t know if I should have been angry or excited….because bottom line was, I was a Dad.

      

        

      
        S.L. Sterling’s Doctor Desire is a surprise baby, steamy second chance heartfelt romance.
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        Late Summer 2017

      

      

      

      My back arched off the mattress, every inch of my body on fire as Sawyer ran his fingers around each nipple before trailing down my stomach. His lips met my abdomen, and he traced my belly button with his tongue, sending chills through my body. He lowered himself down and gently spread my legs, placing a kiss on each inner thigh, gently biting each side before he moved to the inside of my knees. I could feel his rough hands gripping me, and I murmured something incoherent and bit the back of my hand as I lifted my ass off the mattress, practically begging him to place his mouth on me. He'd been at this for hours. Every part of my body was on fire, and I almost hit the ceiling when he finally sank his tongue into my soaked center. The instant his tongue ran over my clit, I let out a loud moan, arching my back even more than before. His hands left my ass, and I could feel his rough hands on both of my breasts. He pinched my nipples hard between his thumb and forefingers as he sucked my clit into his mouth, sending more shock waves through me.

      "That's it, baby. Lose yourself," he whispered breathlessly as he ran his tongue over me once again.

      My mind spun. The entire summer with him had been like this. I'd spent many nights in his bed and in his apartment, as he fulfilled every need in my body, needs I didn't even know I had at the age of twenty.

      "Do you want more?"

      "Yes," I cried as I held back my release.

      He grabbed my legs and placed them on his shoulders, and then sunk himself into me. He held on to my legs as he pumped into me with deep thrusts, pulling out just before I climaxed. He quickly flipped me onto my stomach and pulled me back onto my hands and knees and buried himself deeply into me, fucking me roughly as he held on to my hips and pumped hard into me.

      "Don't you come yet," he said, his jaw clenched, each word forced out with a breath.

      I closed my eyes and enjoyed every deep thrust he delivered, fighting my body's want for release when I felt him reach around and rub my clit, only heightening the need for release. He slowed each thrust to match the rhythm of his fingers. I buried my face into the pillow and bit my hand, doing my best to mute my moans.

      He trailed kisses over my back, and without warning, I felt myself tipping over the edge, my body trembling, my moans loud. Sawyer McKay was going to be the death of me.

      "That's it, baby," he moaned as he gripped my hips tight, and I felt his cock throb inside of me as he let go as well.

      I collapsed onto the mattress, my body unable to hold itself up any longer. I felt him get up off the bed, the light from the bathroom spilling into the darkened room. In a matter of minutes, I felt the mattress dip back down as he crawled back into the bed beside me. He gently scooped me into his arms and lay back against the messed pillows.

      He should have been against the law for me. I'd crushed on Sawyer for years, and I never dreamt in a million years that this would be happening. That we'd be laying in one another's arms, sweaty and out of breath. I closed my eyes and curled into his side, praying he wouldn't let me go because, deep down inside, I knew he had ruined me for any other man. Yet, I knew that good-bye was coming.

      "I'm going to miss this," I mumbled, breathing hard, wiping my eyes, and looking at him as he came into focus.

      "Summer isn't over just yet, baby," he whispered, placing a kiss on the side of my neck. "We have lots of time."

      I nodded, giggling as his scruff tickled me. He kissed my neck and moved to my ear before meeting my lips, kissing me gently.

      "Brie, I have a question for you."

      "What's that?"

      "You haven't by chance missed your pill, have you?" I looked over my shoulder at him, his face taking on a serious look.

      "No, why?" I asked frantically, searching my mind to see if I could remember looking at the packet this morning to see if I could recall if all the pills had been taken.

      "I don't want you to panic, but the condom broke."

      "That's the third one this week." I swallowed hard.

      "Perhaps the box was defective." He shrugged and chuckled as he pulled me closer.

      "Sawyer...It's not funny. I can't get pregnant."

      "Relax, Brie, that's why I asked. As long as you haven’t missed any pills, I am certain we will be fine."

      "How do you know that?" I questioned, feeling the panic rise in me. If I got pregnant, our secret would be out. My best friend would hate me, and my mother would be furious.

      "I'm a doctor. I know these things. Trust me." He winked and smiled.

      It was always that sexy smile that pulled me down from panicking—that and those dimples. I relaxed back into his arms and blew out a breath. I looked up at the ceiling, still not sure how to digest the fact the condom had broken again. "You're a soon-to-be intern. You're not a doctor yet."

      "Actually, I am. I've graduated medical school," he whispered, his breath on my neck, his scruff tickling me once again.

      I closed my eyes as his lips connected with my skin. "I could always help you take your mind off everything. Perhaps call it a prescription of sorts, and you know you need to follow the doctor’s orders." He chuckled as he pushed himself up on his elbows and met my lips. I could already feel his growing erection poking into me.

      I looked up into his eyes and slowly lifted my head to meet his lips. His tongue forced my lips apart and washed through my mouth, as his hands travelled down between my legs, his fingers slowly rubbing me with small circles. It took him only mere seconds to make me forget all about the broken condom, and soon I was once again writhing on the mattress as he brought me to the brink.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BRIELLE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I could hear the murmur of guests out in the living room as they left, while I quietly set the book I'd been reading to Emma down on the table. She was sound asleep against me, and I did my best to pick her up without waking her. I lay her down in her bed, pulling the covers up around her, then made my way to the door, looking back at her sleeping face one more time before shutting the light off. I pulled the door closed behind me. Where had the time gone? It seemed like only yesterday that I looked down into her scrunched-up little face the day she was born and instantly fell in love with her.

      I looked around the apartment at the mess in the living room and let out a breath. It had been an amazing day. Emma's fourth birthday party had been a success. My sister and her husband had brought their three kids over, and my brother and his wife had brought over their two. We'd had dinner, and when I presented Emma with her cake, we all sang Happy Birthday. Mom and Diane, my best friend, had both snapped a picture of the cake I had made at the same time Emma sank her little hands into the soft icing and shoved a fistful of cake into her mouth.

      I laughed at the thought as I looked around at the mess of paper plates all over the living room table. I was about to grab them when I heard Mom's laugh coming from the kitchen, followed by Diane's. Ignoring the mess, I wandered into the kitchen to see them both sitting at my little kitchen table, a glass of wine in front of them.

      "She go down okay?" Mom asked, patting the chair beside her as she grabbed the bottle of wine and filled my glass.

      "Yeah, she was fighting, but eventually, she calmed down. Everyone left?"

      "Yep, we ushered them out, so take a load off, would you?" Diane said, shoving the full glass over to the only empty chair.

      "I can't. I need to get everything cleaned up. I have to be at the bakery tomorrow morning at five. If not, then orders will not get filled." I sank my hands into the hot water in the sink and began washing some glasses.

      "Brielle, honey, come now, take a rest. You've been going all day." Mom came up behind me, forcing the cloth out of my hand and taking over at the sink. "Sit down."

      "Mom, I'm fine."

      "Brielle, don't argue with me. Go sit down. It's bad enough you've had to raise that child on your own. Now, it's time to learn to accept some help when it's given to you."

      "Fine," I said, holding my hands up in defeat. "Knock yourself out."

      Diane let out a laugh. "She never accepts help."

      "Don't you start on me too!" I cried.

      "It's true. I’m always offering to help.”

      “Trying to fix me up is not what I call helping,” I said, sipping on my wine.

      “Your daughter is impossible. I've been trying to fix her up with some doctors from work. Every single time I mention it, she turns me down. I honestly don't think she wants the help. I think she likes to suffer."

      I looked over at Diane. "Way to sell me out. Besides, I've told you I don't have time for a relationship right now. I have Emma, and The Cooling Rack, and..."

      "And needs, Brielle. You have needs." Diane laughed. "You are twenty-five years old! You have needs."

      My mother looked over at me with what appeared to be concerned. She didn’t fool me though; it was always the same look, one of disappointment. She'd never let me forget I had made a mistake when I decided to raise Emma on my own. However, I hadn't exactly been honest with her. Instead of the truth, I'd told her that the father had been a one-night stand.

      "Diane, I'm fine. Honestly. I have enough on my plate. I don't need some guy coming in here and making my life more of a mess."

      Diane gave me a knowing look and shrugged. "Can't say I haven't tried."

      "I'd never say that. Besides, I still have that date with Drew in a couple of weeks—the pediatrician. I didn't cancel like I wanted to."

      "Good! I think you will really like him. I'm glad you agreed to that."

      "What choice did you leave me? He stood right in front of me as you went through my phone, looking for an available date."

      Mom looked at Diane, an amused smile on her face as Diane giggled. "All right, fine, perhaps I was a little pushy. Anyways, I have to get going. Early morning for me tomorrow as well." Diane finished her glass of wine before making her way to the door.

      "Okay, well, thanks for coming. It meant a lot that you were here."

      "I wouldn't miss it for the world. I love that little nut," Diane said, leaning in for a hug before grabbing her purse off the back of the chair. Then she stopped and hugged my mother before she made her way to the door.

      "I, too, should get going," Mom said, drying her hands on the towel, all the dishes now washed. "However, before I go, I could help you clean up the garbage."

      I turned and looked over my shoulder into the living room and shook my head. "I'll be fine. Honestly."

      "All right, suit yourself, sweetie. You have a good night then."

      "I will. I'll get this cleaned up and then get to bed."

      "Make sure you do. You look exhausted," Mom said, kissing me on the cheek, then slipped into her coat and shoes.

      As soon as I locked the door, I grabbed the garbage pail and quickly made a beeline for the living room. Within five minutes, I had all the plates, forks, and plastic cups in the trash, and I quickly straightened up the living room before grabbing my glass of wine and placing it on the end table. I then changed into my shorts and T-shirt.

      Before sitting down, I went over to the hall closet and reached up for the blanket I had put away earlier. I gave it a tug, but it was stuck on something, so I tugged a little harder. My eyes went wide as I saw a shoebox come crashing down along with the blanket. I quickly stepped back and caught the box just before it hit the floor.

      Once I had caught my breath, I looked down at the old pink shoe box. I smiled to myself as I looked down at the familiar stickers covering it. I had totally forgotten I had shoved that up there as I ran my fingers over the stickers.

      I carried the box over to the couch and curled up under the fuzzy blanket, placing it on my lap. I took a sip of wine and carefully lifted the lid. There were some pictures on top of my sister, brother, and me on summer vacation the year before my brother got married. I pulled out an old concert ticket stub and smiled. I remembered the concert. It was the last one I'd been to before Emma was born.

      I reached into the box and pulled out a little black book. I flipped it, my fingers running over the gold Diary written on the front. I flipped open the cover and a soft smile fell on my lips. Hearts were drawn in sparkly pink ink all over the inside the front cover.

      I turned the page and leaned back against the couch cushions and began reading the first entry.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, I sat gripping the diary. I reached for my glass, picking it up. I went to take a sip and noticed it was empty. I got up off the couch and walked to the kitchen, pouring myself another glass. "So much for an early night," I mumbled to myself, looking at the clock. It was already one.

      I made my way back to the couch and sank down into the cushions, picking up the diary. The date October 2, 2017 was scrawled on the blank page. I flipped to the next page to notice it, too, was blank. Not that I had forgotten because I would remember that date forever.

      I stood in my bedroom, looking out the front window. The bright-orange and yellow leaves danced in the sunlight as I looked at the clock. It was almost seven. I took one last look at myself in the mirror and smoothed my skirt. I was meeting Sawyer for dinner, but first I headed into the washroom and looked down at the pregnancy test I'd taken only a few minutes earlier. Two dark-pink lines looked back at me as I ran my fingers through my hair, panic filling me. I took a moment to gather my thoughts and figure out how I was going to tell him. We were only supposed to be having fun, nothing serious.

      I grabbed the pregnancy test off the vanity, wrapped it up in tissues, and buried at the bottom of the garbage can, then I pulled the bag from the can and tied it closed. That was the last thing I needed my mother to find, I thought to myself as my thoughts ran rampant.

      I ran down the stairs, yelling good-bye to my mother, and made my way out to the car, first dumping the bag into the garbage can that sat at the curb. I backed down the driveway, wondering how stupid I could have been. What had I been thinking, hooking up with my best friend's brother, mutually agreeing to be friends with benefits for his last summer at home. Just because we were both single didn't give us permission to screw around. We had been careful, but the last three times we had been together, the condom had broken, and I had somehow missed two birth control pills. I mentioned nothing to Sawyer about missing those pills and really tried not to give it much thought, until my period had been almost three weeks late.

      Sawyer and I had a quiet dinner at one of the fancier restaurants on the other side of town. Tonight was our good-bye dinner. Sawyer had spent the summer applying for internships, and he had finally been accepted; however, the hospital was out of state. Sawyer leaned back against the chair and looked at me.

      "It looks like something is weighing on that pretty little head of yours."

      I shook my head. "No, just going to miss you is all. When are you're planning on leaving?"

      "Monday. I wanted to tell you sooner, but I wanted to make sure that everything was solid first before telling you. You know that I had an apartment and everything."

      "So, basically, we only have tonight?" I questioned.

      "Unfortunately," he said, studying my eyes. "I know it's been hard on you to keep this from Diane, but I want to let you know that this summer was...amazing."

      Keeping the fact I'd been sleeping with my best friend's brother quiet from the only person I ever talked to about my private life had been stressful. It was going to be even more stressful now, especially since she thought I had been single all this time. I couldn't hide the fact I was pregnant for very long, and I feared I would crack when she confronted me about it. She would want to know who the father was, and I knew that if she found out it was her brother she may never speak to me again.

      I smiled. "It certainly was. I really can't believe that tonight is it. Our last night together." Our eyes locked as the words fell from my lips, and I shifted in my seat. I knew the look in his eye all too well. He was hungry...for me, as I was him.

      "It doesn't have to be the end, Brielle. I mean, I will come home occasionally. Plus, you could always come visit me as well, especially if you need a break from school."

      I thought for a moment. "I'm sure I could, but only if you would want that."

      "Brielle, of course I want. I wouldn't suggest it if I didn't. I don't want to be away from you, but I haven't gotten a response from any other internships that I applied for. If only Eastport General had taken me, then we wouldn't have to be apart, but perhaps this being apart will allow us to explore the possibility of something more. Give us a chance to miss one another."

      I swallowed hard. We hadn't talked about anything permanent, and with the information I had just found out, I wasn't sure I was ready to be talking about it either. It was in this moment I wished I could call Diane and ask her for her advice. However, after we had finished desert, that thought flew from my mind as I followed him back to his condo and spent the next three hours wrapped in his sheets.

      Monday morning, his family drove him to the airport. I'd wanted to go with them but didn't think it was appropriate to interrupt the personal family time. Instead, I drove to the airport and parked on a side road and watched his plane take off from the front seat of my car, never getting another chance to say good-bye.

      Once he landed, he called me to give me his address and number, and then we talked on the phone for a couple of hours. Over the first few weeks he'd been gone, I gave us a lot of the thought. I missed him something terrible, and that was when communication between us had shifted. He no longer spent nights on the phone with me; he was either working, sleeping or was just too tired. I knew he had been working hard, and I knew that the move had been a huge adjustment, but for some reason, those excuses weren’t enough for me, but I, too, was going through a huge adjustment. My hormones were going crazy as his baby was growing inside of me—a baby he knew nothing of.

      Mid-October, I'd started my first semester of Law School. I was out with my friends one Friday night, and as the conversation shifted to school, a realization came over me that there was no way I could complete even this semester with a baby on the way, never mind once she or he were born. The course load was already heavy, I was behind, and I was already exhausted. There would be no way I could keep up with all the case studies. I could barely keep my eyes open during my later afternoon classes. I cried all weekend over it, and the following Monday, I dropped out of school. My plan was to go to Seattle and tell Sawyer about the baby. It had been a long, emotional day, giving up my dream, but it got worse once I returned home and told my mother that I’d dropped out of school.

      I’d never seen my mother look at me with such a mix of anger and disappointment before. She sat silently at first, staring off into space. Then the screaming began, and once she’d said all she had to say, I went to my bedroom where I lay in bed with tears streaming down my face, longing to feel Sawyer's arms around me. Once the tears stopped flowing, I got up and opened my laptop and booked my flight to Seattle.

      I flew out three days later, finally feeling confident enough to tell him about the baby. I spent the entire flight going over what I was going to say in mind. I also imagined his response to the news and was actually excited about it by the time the plane had landed. I grabbed a cab and gave the driver Sawyers' address, and soon we were off making our way through the city.

      I glanced down at my watch. It was almost four. I knew Sawyer was off early tonight, and I should arrive just as he got home. I watched out the window as the cab sped down the road, finally pulling to a stop outside of a three-story walk-up.

      "Here you are, miss. That will be ten dollars."

      I grabbed my purse, fishing through for my wallet, and had just grabbed a bill when I saw Sawyer round the corner up ahead. My heart stopped; he wasn't alone. There, hanging onto his arm, was some brunette in scrubs. I continued watching them, my heart in my throat, as they talked and laughed. I could feel the tears burning.

      "Miss, ten dollars."

      My eyes blurred with tears as I continued watching them together. I swallowed hard and looked down at the money in my hand, and quickly shoved it back in my purse. "You know, silly me, I just realized that I forgot one of my bags at the airport." I swallowed hard, not taking my eyes off the two of them. "Could you take me back?" I questioned, meeting the driver's eyes.

      "Sure thing, miss. Is everything okay?" he questioned.

      I nodded, afraid if I said anything, I would break down in tears. I sat back in the seat, and as he pulled away from the curb, I looked back over my shoulder and watched as Sawyer and the brunette climbed the stairs to the door. He opened the door and placed his hand on the small of her back, allowing her to enter the building, just like he'd done with me so many times.

      I'd been stupid to believe I was special. I closed my eyes and rested my hand on my lower abdomen and swallowed hard. I really had no right to be upset. We were friends with benefits and nothing more, and I had been stupid to think we were more than that. I rested my head against the seat and watched the buildings pass by, until we had pulled back up to the airport.

      Three weeks after I'd returned, I'd finally broken down and told my mother the real reason for me dropping out of school. I was pregnant. She yelled at me for hours, at how irresponsible I'd been and that I'd ruined my life. Then she demanded to know who the father was. “Let me guess, it’s Sawyer, isn’t it?”

      “What?”

      “It’s Sawyer, Diane’s brother. You two spent a crazy amount of time together this summer.”

      “Mom, no, it’s not Sawyer.” Since no one really knew he and I had been sleeping together, I decided the only way to deal with this was to lie to her, and so I told one enormous lie.

      “It’s a guy I meant one night out with the girls, just a one-night stand. I don’t even have his number.” That only made her more furious.

      I was not proud of the lies I'd told, but I felt at the time they were necessary. That night I'd made a call to Diane. I needed my best friend now more than I ever thought possible, and so I told her the same thing.
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        * * *

      

      I leaned my head back against the couch cushions and took in a deep breath, and that was when I noticed I'd been crying. I wiped my cheeks. I hadn't spoken to Sawyer McKay since I'd gotten out of the cab. Still, to this day, no one knew he was the father. I remembered him calling me for weeks after I'd flown to Seattle. He left me messages, begging for me to return his calls, but I couldn't. Soon, the calls became fewer and fewer, and just like that, whatever our relationship had been had died.

      Time passed, and eventually I had gotten over him, and Emma had been born. I now had this perfect little baby that soon became my world, and I was scared shitless.  Eventually, I'd gone back to school and gotten my pastry chef degree, while Mom watched Emma. Then I'd opened The Cooling Rack and gotten myself into this apartment. I looked around at the furnished apartment and blew out a breath. Even though every year had been a struggle, I had done pretty well for us.

      Suddenly, I heard Emma begin to fuss, and I threw the blanket off my lap and quietly entered her room. I gently pulled the blanket up over her and looked down at her. I was kidding myself if I said I never thought of Sawyer again because, looking down at Emma, she was the spitting image of him. I had a daily reminder of Sawyer every single time I looked down into her face. I missed him, and I’d have given anything to have another chance with him.

      I blew out a breath, reached over and clicked off the lamp and turned on her little night-light, then walked to the door and pulled it half shut. I walked over and shut the lamp off beside the couch and wandered into my bedroom, setting the alarm for five and crawled into bed.
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        Five Weeks Earlier

      

      

      

      "Hey, Sawyer."

      "Brenda, good to see you."

      "Think perhaps we could have a night cap tonight?" she asked, stepping up beside me and sliding her hand into mine as she continued walking with me toward my office.

      "Ah, not tonight. Apartment hunting," I answered, stopping outside of the change room door and resting my arm on the doorframe over her head as she looked up into my face.

      "Maybe another time, then," she whispered.

      "Only if you promise to wear that sexy little number you had on the other night," I said in a low voice as I kissed her lips.

      It was totally against hospital policy to fraternize with other staff members, but I'd become used to breaking that rule. In the five years I'd been here, I'd been with most of the nurses in the emergency department.

      "I promise," she said between kisses. "Call you later."

      "Sounds good," I murmured and leaned against the wall, watching her walk away from me. I waited until she disappeared down the hall and then made my way into my office. It had been a hell of a day. My body ached, and I was tired. It had started the second I had walked in this morning, like usual. I'd barely sat down when I was called immediately to the emergency room for a multi-vehicle accident, and just as we got that cleared, two life-threatening gunshot wounds had come in.

      Once I was out of surgery, I'd made my way back to my office. I walked in, sat down, and took some time to continue my search to find some crappy, overpriced apartment. I'd found out two weeks ago that I was being kicked out of my current apartment thanks to my roommate's girlfriend. The pair of them had decided on a whim that she wanted to move in with Mark and had told me over coffee and pancakes one morning. I'd quickly checked for any new listings and became frustrated at the fact I still couldn't find anything suitable. Then I turned to the pile of paperwork on my desk. I sifted through medical documents mixed with my mail when one envelope caught my eye. Instead of opening it, I packed up my bag, took the letter, and made my way to the doctors' lounge.

      I'd just gotten out of a hot shower, wrapped a towel around my waist, and walked over to my locker. Reaching into my bag, I pulled the letter out of my bag and sat down on the bench. I looked over the envelope, my eyes darting to the Eastport General Hospital Logo in the top right-hand corner. Excitement filled me as I ripped the corner of the envelope.

      I'd applied to Eastport General regarding an opening in their emergency department over three months ago. After not hearing from them, I'd figured they filled the position. I took a deep breath, ripped the envelope open, and pulled out the letter. Sitting back against the wall, I unfolded the letter looked down at the first words, 'Congratulations." That was the only word I needed to read. I had gotten the job.

      I leaned back against the cool wall and blew out a breath. I'd been living in Seattle for almost five years, and I'd hated every single solitary moment of it. My parents were getting older and needed more help, and being this far away didn't allow me to help them as much as I'd like, but now I held my ticket back home in my hands.

      I re-read the letter, looking down at the last paragraph. I had until today to respond. I quickly pulled my cell phone from my bag and dialed. As soon as I heard another voice on the end, I typed in the extension for a Dr. Ryan Richards.

      "Hello, Dr. Richards."

      "Yes, it's Dr. Sawyer McKay. I'm calling about the letter you sent me regarding the position open at Eastport General."

      "Ah, yes. I was beginning to think I wouldn't be hearing from you and that I'd have to return to my applicant pile."

      "Sorry about that. It's been a crazy few days. If you haven't already filled the position, I am looking forward to starting at Eastport General."

      "Glad to hear it. Your resume speaks for itself. How long will it take you to get here?"

      I tapped the corner of the letter quickly, going over in my mind all I'd need to do. "A month too long?"

      "See you then. In the meantime, you have my number should you have questions. Let me know once you arrive in Eastport. I would love to give you a tour of the hospital."

      "Sounds good."

      I hung up the phone as excitement filled me. I was going home.
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        * * *

      

      "I can't believe you are finally home," Diane said, coming into the kitchen of our parents' home. I looked up from the paper I was reading and smiled.

      "Hey, sis. How's things?" I said, getting up and hugging her.

      "As well as I can be with an asshole of an ex-husband making my life a living hell, but let's not talk about him right now. So, my big brother is going to be working with me at Eastport. Everyone is so excited to have you there," she said, sitting down at the table across from me.

      "So, I've heard. What about you? Are you excited to have me there?"

      My sister and I hadn't always been on the best terms. She'd married an asshole, I'd tried to warn her, but she was determined to prove me wrong. My interfering had only made our relationship worse. She was now separated, but he still worked hard to make her life a living hell. I was just glad she was finally away from him, and now that I was back in Eastport, I was determined to try and have some sort of a relationship with her.

      "Oh I guess. It will be an adjustment taking orders from my brother in the workplace." She laughed.

      "No, it won't. You won't be working directly with me. I made sure I told them that we were related," I said, sitting back in the chair taking a drink of my water.

      "Have you seen some of the old guys since you've been back in town?" Diane asked. "I know Lions asked about you the other day, and so did Paul."

      "God, I haven't thought about those guys in a long time. Probably since the party they had back before I left for school. I sort of drifted apart from everyone when I left."

      "Lord, don't remind me of that. That was the party I met Leo at. I thought he was so hot." She buried her face in her hands in embarrassment. "Little did I know what he would turn out to be," she said, screwing up her face in disgust.

      "Yeah, well, had I of known you were running off with him when you did, I would have put a stop to it."

      "You wouldn't have won. I mean, Brie did try and stop me, and I didn't listen to her either."

      A funny feeling ran through me. Brie—a name I'd not heard or thought of for a long time. I thought back to the night of that party. That was the night that began a summer I'd not forgotten. "Yeah, well, Brie isn't me, now is she," I said, looking at my sister.

      "No, but..." Diane looked away, and I knew she wanted to change the subject.

      I cleared my throat. "Brie, how is she? You still talk to her?"

      "She's my best friend. Of course I still talk to her."

      I nodded, softly smiling at the memory of her. "Is she still in Eastport?"

      Diane nodded. "Yes."

      "What's she up to now?"

      "What's with all the questions?"

      "Look, you don't want to talk about Leo. Can I not be curious about people?"

      Diane let out a breath. "If you must know, she runs a very successful business here in town, and she has a little one."

      I nodded, disappointment filling me. The first girl, maybe the only girl, I’d fallen in love with was now someone else's woman, and I had no one to blame but myself. I could have had her. I had every opportunity to have her, and I'd blown it by leaving her here.

      "That's good. Guess I'll have to give those guys a call, maybe get the old crew together for a poker night or something," I said, changing the subject immediately.

      "Just don't invite Leo, okay." Diane laughed.

      "Don't think you need to worry about that," I bit out. We both grew silent as we sat at the table, my mind going back to Brielle.

      "Good to have you home," Diane said, getting up and coming around the table to give me a hug.

      "Good to be home," I said, hugging her back.

      “You guys ready to eat?” Mom asked, coming into the kitchen and making her way to where the roast was resting on the counter.

      “Absolutely,” we both said in unison and made our way to the dining room table.
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        * * *

      

      I kissed her lips, gently forcing them open with my tongue. Her body was pressed against mine, and her hands rested on my ass, pulling me closer.

      Our lips parted, and I opened my eyes and brought my hand to her face, brushing her hair back. I looked into her blue eyes, hoping to see something in them other than of want and need, but there was nothing.

      I met her lips again, this time taking my time with that kiss. Perhaps she would pick up on how I was beginning to feel about her. As our lips danced over one another, I pulled her close to me, and then gently rolled her onto her back. I reached for the condom that lay on my nightstand, pulling away from her long enough to slip it on.

      I took my time with her. This wasn’t just about sex anymore for me. I wanted her, every single inch of her, in every way possible. I slid myself into her, and the moan she released went straight through me. I loved it when she made that sound.

      I pumped slow and deep, grabbing her ass with one hand, as I held her with the other and kissed her lips.  We stayed that way, her legs wrapped around my waist, until we both came.

      I walked her to the front door, the sun shining through the windows. I leaned against the wall and watched her as she slid her shoes on and then grabbed her jacket before turning to me. She looked so sexy in the sunlight with her disheveled hair and that ‘I just got laid’ look in her eyes.

      “Thank you for dinner, and a fabulous night,” she said, taking a step closer to me. I could already smell a mix of her coconut body lotion mixed with her natural scent.

      “My pleasure.”

      She leaned in and kissed me.

      “What are you doing later tonight?” I asked.

      “Diane wants to hit the club tonight.”

      Alarm filled me at the thought of her going to a club. I needed to tell her how I felt, no matter if she didn’t return the feelings. I looked down to the floor and then back up to her eyes. “Oh, I was going to see if you wanted to maybe watch a movie or something.”

      I watched as a soft smile came to her lips. “What am I going to tell your sister?” She giggled.

      “Tell her you have the flu.” I shrugged.

      “But I already told her I’d go.”

      “You know you shouldn’t lie to your best friend.” I chuckled, leaning in and kissing her lips.

      She leaned in and kissed me and then pulled away, her eyes still closed.

      “Brie, I…”

      I woke with a start and looked around the dark room. I ran my hand across my face. I was covered in a sheen of sweat. I blew out a deep breath and kicked the covers off me, getting up to get a drink of water. I looked at myself in the mirror and shook my head. I’d been back in Eastport one week, and I was already thinking of her and all I’d allowed to slip from my fingers.
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      Drew placed his hand on my back and guided me into the restaurant. Once we were seated, I pulled my phone from my purse and checked my messages. I had nothing from the sitter, only one from Diane telling me to relax and enjoy myself. I rolled my eyes, shoved my phone back in my purse, and picked up the menu.

      "Everything okay?" Drew asked, looking over the edge of the menu at me.

      I nodded. "Yes, of course. Why?"

      "Well, for starters, you've checked your phone more in the last half hour than you have spoken to me."

      "I'm sorry. Emma is with a new sitter. It's just making me a little uncomfortable." I'd almost canceled when I was unable to book my mom. Diane was working, and my normal sitter couldn't watch Emma either. Instead, Brenda, one of my employees, had heard I was in a bind and offered to sit with her for the night.

      At first, I had said no, but with Diane sitting across from me in the kitchen of The Cooling Rack giving me the look of death when Brenda offered, I decided against it. Now I sat across from a very attractive young doctor perusing a menu, while my knee was continuously hitting the table from nerves.

      "Brielle?" he questioned, not looking up from the menu.

      "Hmmm..." I mumbled, pretending that I didn't notice that the table was shaking.

      "You’re nervous. Your knee has hit that table more times than I can count."

      "I'm sorry. I'm not used to leaving Emma late at night."

      "I'm sure she is in very capable hands."

      "She is. I'm sorry. I will try and get a hold of myself. Sorry."

      "It's okay. No need to be sorry. I understand. Just try to relax and have a good time. Now, what are you eying on the menu?"

      "The chicken looks good. What about you?" I said as I felt my phone vibrate in my purse.

      "I think I'm going to have the steak."

      "That sounds good too," I answered as, once again, my phone vibrated.

      We were halfway through dinner and were in deep conversation when I felt my phone vibrate against my leg for the third time. I did my best to quell the anxiety I could feel building inside of me and continued listening to what he was saying. It worked until I felt the phone begin to continuously vibrate. I knew he could tell something was wrong because he sat there looking at me with concern in his eyes.

      "Brielle, just answer your phone," he bit out, raising his glass and taking a sip of wine.

      It was that moment I felt the phone vibrate again. "I'm sorry. I'm worried that something is wrong with Emma. Just give me two seconds."

      Drew nodded, placing his napkin on the table, and glanced around the restaurant. He was annoyed, and really, I couldn't blame him. This was extremely unfair to him, but I didn’t care. I ignored the looks he was giving me and dove into my purse. I unlocked the phone and read the text that sat on my screen, my heart in my throat.

      "Oh my God, Emma is on her way to the emergency room. She fell off the jungle gym at the park," I said, panicked as I dialed Brenda's number.

      "Just relax and breathe, find out what is going on," Drew said, trying to keep me calm. “I can always call ahead and notify the doctor to update you,” he offered.

      I could barely contain myself and gathered my purse. "Sorry, I'm going to have to go," I mumbled, trying hard not to panic as I waited for her to answer her phone.

      “I don’t think we need to go,” he said, annoyed.

      “You’re wrong. We do,” I said.

      I looked at Drew just as he rolled his eyes and let out an annoyed huff and signaled the waiter for the check. This was the exact reason why I didn't date. Aside from having no time to build a relationship, I didn't need some guy trying to tell me to calm down. Emma was and would always be my number-one priority, and as a pediatrician, he should have understood that. Instead, I felt as if I were sitting here with a guy who'd never met a parent before. I never left her with strangers, and this was why.

      Drew drove straight to Eastport General and followed me in against my wishes. He led the way to the emergency room and over to the nurse’s station, and immediately, they directed me to the room where Brenda sat with Emma.

      "I'll go try and find out who's looking after her," Drew said, heading off in another direction.

      The moment Emma saw me, she held her little arms out and tears began pouring down her cheeks. "Emma, sweetheart, what happened?" I said, sitting down beside Brenda, taking Emma from her and pulling her into my lap, trying to console her.

      "She fell off the jungle gym and started crying. Her arm started to swell, and no matter what I did, I couldn't get her to stop crying. I panicked. I didn't know what else to do."

      "It's okay, hon, you did exactly what you were supposed to do. Here..." I said, digging in my purse for my wallet, "You don't need to stay. I can take it from here." I handed her the money I owed her for the night.

      "No, Brielle, I won't take it. I ruined your date, and on top of that, I broke your child," she said, refusing to take the money from me.

      "Brenda, it’s okay. It was sort of boring, and Emma will be fine." I winked at her, encouraging her to take the money.  A slight smile landed on her lips as Emma began to fuss.

      "Seriously, Emma is going to be fine. These kids are made of rubber," I said, pulling her closer to me as Brenda finally took the money I'd offered.

      "Thanks, Brielle."

      The curtain opened, and Drew smiled down at Emma and me. "So it looks like you'll be in good hands. You'll be looked after by the new transfer. He should be in shortly. I've worked with him a couple of times. He is excellent. Very, very good with kids."

      "Thanks, Drew," I said, looking up at him, suddenly feeling bad for how the night had ended.

      "Should I call you to reschedule?"

      I didn't have the heart to tell the man no, so I just nodded and smiled at him. I knew I'd never hear from him again, I could tell, so I didn't really worry about. "I look forward to it."

      Drew gave me half a smile and then looked to Brenda. "Did you need help finding your way out of the hospital?"

      Brenda nodded, quickly hugged me, and then followed Drew. I pulled Emma against me, as she rested her head on my shoulder. I smoothed her hair and closed my eyes, waiting for the doctor.  I'd finally gotten her calmed down when the curtain parted and Diane rushed into the room, panicked and muttering to herself under her breath.

      "Brielle, oh my goodness, I saw Emma's name and rushed in as soon as I could. I must have been with a patient when she came in or I'd of been here right away. I didn't expect to see you here though. They said she was brought in by Brenda."

      I let out a laugh. "Brenda called me. She didn't know what else to do."

      "What about your date?" she whispered as she took Emma from me and placed her on the exam table, looking her over just like she did every time she got hurt.

      "Let's not talk about it okay. He was more annoyed at the fact that the date was interrupted. I can't date someone who can't understand and accept that she is my main priority," I said as Diane continued examining her.

      "I understand. All right, I have to get back to work. I don't know who you are seeing, but the doctor should be in shortly. Here, if she is cold you can use this blanket," Diane said, pulling a blanket from under the exam table.

      I grabbed Emma off the table and sat back down in the chair, wrapping the blanket around her. She shoved her thumb in her mouth and buried her face in my neck. Diane smiled at me, tousled Emma's dark hair, kissed her on the cheek, and then left the room.
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      I'd been back in Eastport three weeks, and this had been the first ten-day stretch I'd done. I was exhausted and looking forward to my days off. Every night for a week I’d dreamt of Brielle, but they had finally stopped. I walked in behind the nurses’ station and handed the current patient file over to one of the nurses.

      "Please order these tests and put a rush on them."

      "Sure thing."

      I'd just sat down and taken my first sip of hot coffee when I heard my name.

      "Dr. McKay, your next patient is over in room three." Mandy, the nurse I had been partnered with tonight, handed over a file to me.

      "Mandy, please, it's Sawyer. Now, what’s it look like?"

      "Possible strain or break. Little girl fell off a jungle gym at a park."

      "Age?"

      "Four."

      "Did you order x-rays? You can't be too careful with a child that age."

      "I wasn’t sure it would be necessary, but I can if you'd like."

      "It’s okay. Just wait until I take a look. Can you please set up an IV on the patient in room five and start the paperwork to admit Mrs. Rodriguez in room seven. I'm also waiting on a list of tests for room one. Please let me know as soon as those come in."

      "Of course. I was just going to take you to room three."

      "No need, Mandy, it’s fine."

      "Well, it’s just she is Diane's best friend. She asked me to update her."

      "Diane, as in my sister?"

      Mandy nodded. "Yes, she just stopped by before you got here."

      "My sister is best friends with a four-year-old?"

      "No, she is best friends with the mother."

      "It's fine. You go, take care of that, and come back when you’re finished. I will update my sister," I said, turning and making my way toward room three.

      I stopped outside of the room and washed my hands, then opened the file, quickly reading it over, paying no attention to names and ages. I parted the curtain and stepped into the room, and immediately sat down at the computer without making eye contact.

      "I'm Dr. McKay. I will be looking after Emma tonight. So, looks like we have a right-arm injury, or more specific, wrist. Fell off a jungle gym, is that correct?" I said as I logged into the computer and pulled up the patient’s electronic chart.

      When I didn't get an immediate answer, I put my pen down and turned to look at the patient. The little girl with hair as dark as mine sat huddled against her mother's chest. I raised my eyes to her face, and when they met hers, I froze. Brielle sat across from me. It was almost as if I had been transported back through time, and every feeling I'd ever had for her hit me straight in the gut. She was more beautiful than I remembered.

      "Sawyer?" she questioned, her eyes wide, her flushed cheeks turning pale. "What are you doing here?"

      "Brielle?" I looked at her, and then glanced down to the little girl on her lap. In a matter of seconds, I was transported to the last few times we had been together. Then I looked back at the computer screen, my eyes skimming over all the information in front of me, looking specifically for the birthdate. I finally found it: June 19, 2018. I quickly did a little math and then the realization hit. It had been a little over four years since I had last laid eyes on her.

      I checked Emma's birthdate again and swallowed hard. Was I staring at my child? The condom had broken twice…or had it been three times? I couldn't remember. Could it be possible? Did I have a child I knew nothing about? Had she kept this a secret from me? Suddenly, anger came over me that I could barely control. I slammed the folder shut, got up, and walked out of the room without a word.

      I walked down the hall with purpose to the nurses’ desk and looked at the girl behind the counter. "Where is Dr. Richards?" I demanded.

      "He's in the middle of an emergency that just came in. He says he will be a while and asks that you take over the couple of patients he has so that he can leave once he is finished. Is something wrong?"

      "What about Reggie?"

      "He, too, is wrapped up with a patient."

      As quickly as the idea had flown into my head to have one of them look after Emma, it had been cut out from under me. I was the only doctor available tonight, and I had no choice but to deal with the situation.

      "No, everything is fine. I just had a question, but I can figure it out. Thanks."

      I needed to get myself and my emotions under control, I thought. I turned and began making my way back down to room three. I blew out a breath. I had no proof that that gorgeous little girl in that room was indeed mine. For all I knew, Brielle had met someone shortly after I'd left and was now happily married, just like Diane had said.

      I stood outside of the room and let out a breath before walking back in. I needed to push all that nonsense to the back of my mind so that I could do my job. After all, she had been the one not to call me back.

      I blew out a breath and went to the sink and washed my hands again and was just about to head back in when Diane came around the corner.

      "Is everything okay, Sawyer?" my sister asked quietly.

      I stepped into the supply room without saying anything, pretending to look for a couple of forms, pretending I didn't hear a word my sister had said.

      "Sawyer, didn’t you hear me?"

      "I heard you, Diane. I'm fine."

      "You seem bothered with something."

      "I guess you could say I am bothered with the way fate has come back to haunt me. Perhaps coming back to Eastport was a mistake." I pulled the forms I had been looking for.
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