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I remember the first time we met as if it were only yesterday. 

The man of my dreams came to me in the form of a playboy doctor with a bad reputation. Dr. Wilson had flirted with me from the moment we met, and he captured my heart. The only problem was, I needed a transplant, or I wasn’t going to live much longer. 

I sold everything I owned to pay for treatment. I was put on the list hoping that I would find a match. With time running out, and a donor match becoming more and more difficult, I feared I would spend my last days being in love, but not experiencing anything real.

And then, a miracle occurred. A donor was found and I was prepped for surgery right away. But when I woke, all that was left was a note from Carl...
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I had my life, but lost my love... Would I ever find it again?

Chapter One

Sandra

The day was barely over, and already I was already exhausted. I found a nice spot outside with a bench, under a tree, to sit down, and settled in with a sigh. The sun was still out, but it was getting on in the evening, so the heat had gone down, and there was a light breeze blowing in that kept me cool.

This was one of the perks of living in a small town. In the city, unless it was at the park, finding a place to relax on your way was pretty much impossible.

I still miss the city.

I readjusted my coat around me, then buried my hands in its pockets. I stretched my legs out and crossed them, then relaxed my spine against the back of the bench. I took in a deep breath of fresh air and let it out slowly.

Being home is pretty nice, too.

It had been ten years since I’d left my small town to run to the city. It wasn’t just me, either, almost everyone I knew back in high school had left our sleepy little town for the city, or other bigger towns. Because of that, coming back had been a bit awkward for me, since all the people I knew were parents of people I knew in high school. But, it wasn’t as if I had no good reason for coming back. I just couldn’t stay in the city any longer.

The only problem was my job prospect.

When I left for the city, I went to college, and then business school, and worked my ass off to graduate with honors. I worked a lot of part-time jobs through college and while I hunted for a job. I got lucky to find a good position, and for the next six years, I worked my way up. I didn’t get that far, but compared to other people my age that started out at the same time as me, I was successful.

Mom kept telling me everything was okay at home so I would stay in the city, because she cared about me being happy. And for a long time, I was, until things completely changed.

Mom was single and alone. Even when I had enough money to find a suitable apartment for the both of us to live in, she refused to leave our small town, because she was born here, she grew up here, fell in love and had me then raised me, mostly alone, there. To her, it was a home that couldn’t be replaced. I understood her feelings and went along with it, but I was still uneasy. I felt bad about leaving her alone. So when the excitement of the city finally wore off, I quit my job, packed up and moved back.

It had only been a few weeks, and I wasn’t sure if I regretted the decision yet or not, but my heart felt more calm, less guilty and restless. Besides, life in the city was pretty exhausting. Now that I was back home, and had some cash in savings,  I had a lot of free time while looking for more work. I also had plenty to fill up that ‘free time’, an online job that helped with bills, so it wasn’t like I didn’t have any income at all, but I knew soon, the other bills would start to pile up.

No need to worry about that now, I thought with a sigh.

I looked up, because I had no idea how long I’d been sitting there lost in thought, but I decided to get up and leave before it got any later. It wasn’t the cold season yet, but it still got pretty cold at night, and I was in a dress that only fell to my knees. I hated the cold. Besides, the place I was heading too wasn’t too far off.

One of the good things about living in a small town was how simple it could be to walk everywhere you wanted to go. There were places where you’d need a car or something, but even just having a bike made getting around pretty easy, not like in the city.

Still, I thought. Is the store a lot further away than I remembered or what?

I’d been going back and forth to the store for weeks and never did I feel as tired as I did right now. Then again, I was older at twenty-eight. And, in my old job, I did spend most hours of the day sitting at a desk, so I’d never been athletic, and now I was doing a lot more physical exercise then I’d ever done in the city. 

I shook my head at the thought that I was thinking that I’m old. I was nearly thirty, not seventy. It was just the change in scene and having so much stress in my life, something that I hadn’t had until now. 

When I finally had the store in sight, I breathed a sigh of relief and picked up my pace a little. If I could have gone out earlier, then maybe I wouldn’t be so tired. But I spent the time with Mom instead and didn’t even realize I needed to make the run until half an hour ago. I could have found some kid on our street to make the run for me, they tended to be helpful as long as you gave them a little something back, but that was just me being lazy, and Mom would complain about me bothering the neighborhood kids.

The store doors slid open automatically when I stepped close enough, and my body relaxed once it closed behind me. I had this ridiculous sense of accomplishment just for making it, and my legs even shook a little bit.

“Sandra, hello!”

I looked up at the call of my name.

“Mrs. Jones, hi.”

Margaret Jones wasn’t exactly a neighbor of mine, since she lived a few streets from where I did, but she knew my mom. I didn’t want to stop and chat, so I gave her a polite smile, one of the things I’d learned from working in an office.

“What a coincidence to run into you here,” I said, picking up a basket and loitering. 

“I was doing the shopping for the family,” she said with an airy wave of her hand. “I’m guessing you too, huh? Oh, I wanted to ask, how your mother’s been doing recently. I haven’t been by to see her in a while. I’ve heard that she’s not too well, poor thing.”

The smile strained on my face a bit as she went on talking, but I didn’t stop her. Instead, I cut off the dark emotions growing in my chest and made my smile extra bright.

“Mom’s doing just fine, actually,” I said, as sincerely as I could manage. “But I need to get done and get back quickly. We’re supposed to be making dinner tonight, and we both need to go to sleep early.”

“Are you still job hunting?” she asked. “If you are, I could ask my son to look into his company if there’s an open spot? It’s only an hour away by car, so you’ll be close by in case your mom needs anything.”

“Uh, let me get back to you on that. I still want to try my options and besides I can’t be too far from home. You know with mom. I need to think about working from home maybe on a part-time basis or something...”

I was rambling and talking about my situation at home. Something that I tried not to do. I just got on with things, that was the only way to deal with it all in my mind. 

I moved away from the shelves and bursted out, “I’ll talk to you later!I really need to get going.”

I gave her a last, bright smile that was so wide it made my cheeks ache. Then, I darted out of her sight before she could start speaking again or even worse ask me anymore questions.

That was one of the cons of being in a small town. When there was news, big or small, it tended to travel around fast. It was hard to tell who was being genuine or who was looking for a juicier story, but I hated that my mom had been turned into the topic of gossip in town. Well, me, too, for being one of the kids of my generation to come back home. Even Mrs. Jones’ son, who’d been a senior in high school when I was a sophomore, lived in the next town over where there were more office buildings and thus more jobs.

I knew Mom was sick. She’d been diagnosed a while back, and I wanted to come back then, but Mom kept insisting she could handle things. I took her word for it, but that was when the guilt and the uneasy feelings started to pile up, to the point I couldn’t take it anymore, so I came back.

Mom had dementia, and when I got back and saw just how she’d been living, I couldn’t help but berate myself for not coming back a lot sooner. We had relatives in town, but it was an inconvenience to them to look after my mom and live their own lives as well. There had been a lot of people helping out in the beginning, but the numbers dwindled. And then, I got to see it for myself, the times when Mom acted differently, forgot things she should know. I was devastated, and I was dreading the day it would happen, that my mother would look at my face and not recognize I was her daughter.

Don’t think about it, I urged myself. Just worry about what you need to for now. Leave other problems for later.

Dementia could be pushed back by drugs, but it couldn’t be avoided or cured, so it was only a matter of time. If I was lucky, it wouldn’t get that bad, but there was no use worrying myself to death about it when I had other, more pressing matters to think about at the moment. And right then, the only thing I had to worry about was getting enough groceries to stock up our kitchen.

Besides, the moment I decided to come back home, there was no turning back. There was the cash I had in savings, and I also sold everything I had in the city, so there was nothing for me to go back to even if I wanted to. I didn’t just take a leave of absence from work. I could have been allowed up to three months since I was a good employee who was never late and did my job well, and it was a family emergency. I’d been given the option of taking an extended leave instead of outright quitting, but I insisted on resigning because there was no way I would leave my sick mom alone. 

Out of nowhere, my eyesight blurred, and I felt dizzy all of a sudden. I stumbled on my feet and just barely managed not to fall, or grab onto the shelves and accidentally drop something to the ground. I put a hand to my head, frowning.

“Are you all right?”

I looked up to see someone in the store’s uniform standing not too far away from me, watching me in concern. I straightened myself up and sent a smile her way.

“Yeah, I’m fine. Just a dizzy spell, but it’s passed now.”

I walked on with the basket, wishing I’d picked a cart I could push instead. My body was feeling heavier as if I needed to sit down again. This was another reason I’d thought coming back home was a good thing. Recently, I hadn't been feeling too good myself, being drowsy all the time, slowly losing my appetite. Before I resigned, I’d noticed the quality of my work slipping, and I thought I needed a break, so coming back to my small, sleepy town was perfect.

Suddenly, I felt out of breath and I wished I’d stayed on that bench for a bit longer. I was thinking of the road back home and already dreading it, and my basket wasn’t even half filled with everything we needed at home.

Just keep moving, Sandra, I thought. One foot in front of the other, that’s it. Just finish up, get everything home, and you can go to sleep for as long as you like.

Already, I could see everything slowly growing black, my body growing even heavier as if I was falling asleep and I couldn’t control it as I felt myself drop to the ground and everything around me, turned into darkness.
Chapter Two

Sandra

My head felt groggy, and I could hear sounds as if from far away, but I heard them. Slowly, I woke up, wondering when I fell asleep. Did I make it home and get to bed? I was lying down, though the bed I was on was a little too hard to be my bed. My eyes fluttered open, and I took in the white ceiling and white walls, and figured out pretty quickly I wasn’t in my room.

Where the hell am I?

My heart started picking up speed. The odd thing was I could hear a beeping sound to my side also going faster, matching my heartbeat. I twisted my head to follow the music and found a bunch of machines. There was a stand that held a bag of solution, and it had a small tube that I followed, down to the back of my right hand.

“Ow,” I murmured, frowning. It didn’t hurt, I hated needles, and I could feel my stomach turn, thinking about one being put in the back of my hand as a drip when I wasn’t awake. I let the hand completely relax, so I wouldn’t feel the needle tug, then looked away and ignored it.

I realized once I saw all the white walls that I must be in a hospital ward. Some bars hung a curtain all around me so that I couldn’t see much, but now that I was paying attention, I could hear other beeping machines and the sound of people moving around. The unmistakable sound of a somewhat busy hospital. I’d been in one a few times with Mom getting her diagnosed and getting her on meds, so it was easy to recognize.

I gasped when thoughts of Mom occurred to me.

My heart was beating even faster, the beeping machine measuring my heart rate climbing up to annoying levels. But the sound was enough to alert someone, and the curtain, which closed me in from the rest of the room, was pushed aside. A nurse walked into the space, holding a clipboard, then closed the curtain behind her.

“Hi, it’s good to see you’re awake,” she said with a polite smile. “Do you remember how you got here?”

I shook my head. “Um, I don’t think so? And how long have I been here exactly?”

“It’s only been a little over an hour since you were brought in. You fainted at the store, and someone called an ambulance for you. You were brought here pretty quickly. Do you feel pain anywhere? Your head or your body? You fell in the middle of an aisle, if you hit yourself somewhere.”

“Oh,” I murmured.

Do I hurt anywhere? I tensed my body carefully, but aside from the hand with the needle in it, I didn’t so much as feel discomfort from anywhere. Even my head felt fine.

“I feel okay,” I said, seeing that the nurse was still waiting for me to reply.

“That’s good,” she said, her smile stretching out a bit more. “I need to go let the doctor know you’re awake. He’ll come and examine you shortly.”

She bustled around, looking at the machines and the bag of solution. There was a clipboard hanging at the end of my bed, and she pulled it up to look it over, then put it back and noted something down on the one she was holding. It wasn’t until it looked like she was about to leave that I remembered I still needed something from her.

“Um, excuse me?”

The nurse paused and turned back to me. “Can I help you with anything?”

“Do you know how much longer I need to be here? I need to get back home...”

“I can't say how long,” she said slowly. “It depends on how fast the doctor can get here and examine you. If he determines there’s nothing wrong, then you have to go through the discharge process, but that shouldn’t take too long. Is there someone you need to call?”

“Right,” I said, nodding. Why hadn't I thought of making a call? But there was a problem; I had no idea where my phone was or anything else.

“Can you tell me where my things are?”

“They’re in the closet; you’ll take them out when it’s time for you to go. But, you can't use your cell in here. I’ll bring you one of the hospital’s phones, okay? Just give me a minute.”

I nodded and laid back down and watched as she left. The nurse said I fainted. And right in the middle of the store, too. It was so embarrassing to think about, and I didn’t think I could handle going back to that store again. But it still begged the question of why I fainted. I never fainted, the only other time it had happened, was when I was in junior high and some kid tripped me while I was running on the field. I fell and opened my eyes to find myself lying on the ground with a bunch of faces around me. But I wasn’t a fainter.

Then again, my appetite had gone down recently. It wasn’t to the point that I wasn’t eating, though I ended up eating more junk food than real food because it was more accessible to stomach. And also thinking of how tired I felt on the walk to the store, I should have realized something was wrong and rested more, just made my way back home and found some kid to make the run for me as long as I paid them. It was a lot better than ending up in the hospital, anyway.

How long do I have to wait?

I tapped my fingers where I had my hands rested on my lap, waiting for the nurse to come back with the phone, and the doctor to examine me so I could leave already. But even for our small town, the hospital tended to be pretty busy, since they took patience locally and from nearby towns as well, it is one of the bigger hospitals in the area. If I was lucky, I wouldn’t have to wait longer than an hour, since the hospital didn’t have that many doctors.

Several minutes later, the curtains were pulled back, and it was the nurse coming back with a phone.

“Here you go. Make your call, and I’ll be back as soon as I can get a doctor here to pick it up.”

“Thank you,” I said as she left again, feeling a bit of relief that I could at least see how my mom was doing.

I moved the hand that had the needle in it carefully to hold the phone by both sides, then dialed home. I brought the phone to my ear with my free hand and chewed on my bottom lip as I waited for an answer. When I heard the click, signaling that the call had been picked up, I was relieved.

“Hello? Who is this?”

Crap. That wasn’t Mom’s voice, it was my neighbor, Gloria. I’d told her I’d only make a quick run to the store and be done because she had things to do, but I couldn’t just leave my mom alone in the house in case anything happened. I couldn’t tell because the lights were probably on in the ward, but it must be dark outside now.

“Gloria, hi,” I said, feeling exhausted and anxious. “It’s me, Sandra, sorry I couldn’t contact you before. I ended up in the hospital.”

“The hospital?” she repeated, sounding alarmed. “Did something happen? Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” I said quickly. “I have to get discharged, and I’ll be coming home. I’m sorry to bother you with this, but could you stay with Mom just a bit more?”

She sighed. “Did you at least manage to buy something?”

“I don’t think so,” I said, frowning. “I fainted, which is how I ended up in the hospital, in the first place. I’m sure it’s nothing, and I’ll be back in no time. I’m sorry to bother you so much over this...”

“No worries,” she said with another sigh. “I can imagine how tough you have it, but try to look after yourself too, okay? I’ll stay with your mom until you get back, I’ll pop out for a bit to let my family know I’ll be staying longer. I think they can handle dinner by themselves just this one time.”

“Thanks for this,” I said sincerely.

I said goodbye and hung up the call. Then, I waited. The nurse said she would be coming back with the doctor to pick the phone up, and I didn’t know how long that would take. I played with the phone in my hands, wondering if there was someone else I could call. I was growing bored already, and I leaned back and closed my eyes. My body still felt pretty heavy, and I wondered if I could even stay on my feet if I got up. Maybe, if I ate, I would feel better? Just a little bit?

“Are you done making your call?”

I opened my eyes to see the nurse had come back, but she was alone. I held the phone out to her.

“Did you get the doctor?” I asked.

“Oh, he’s right behind me.” She looked over her shoulder. “Dr. Carl Wilson?”

“Right here.”

The voice was low and deep, perking up my interest, because he sounded reasonably young for a doctor. Then, I saw him. My eyes widened a bit at first glance.

Damn, he’s hot.

He was tall, blond and blue-eyed, and even underneath his lab coat, he looked muscular. The heart monitor started beeping even faster, and I could feel my face warm up in a blush because there was no way to keep my attraction to him a secret with that thing still connected to me.

“I’ll leave you two alone,” the nurse said with a knowing smile, then turned to leave.

I almost reached out to her to get her to stay, but clenched my hands in the sheets instead, and looked up at the hot Dr. Wilson.

Chapter Three

Carl

I was sitting in my office, finally getting some rest, when I heard a knock on the door. I sighed but smiled as I looked toward the door.

“Please, come in,” I called.

In walked Gretchen, one of the nurses at the hospital, and my smile grew a little more genuine.

“Nurse Gretchen,” I said amiably, leaning back in my chair. “What can I help you with?”

Gretchen was a bit on the young side, at least for me. I was a bit of a flirt anyway. But I was acutely aware that I was thirty-seven years old, no longer the hot-blooded young doctor that chased after every skirt. Gretchen was only twenty-five and eager to please the doctor from the city.

“The patient that was brought in is now awake,” she said. “She wants to get discharged quickly, too, so I thought you could examine her and we could start the discharge process for her as fast as possible.”

I’d figured it was something like that, but I still felt a bit of disappointment. I’d only just come from seeing some other patients, and I’d barely had five minutes to sit down.

“How urgent is it?” I asked slowly. “Isn’t there someone else that can go see her?”

“You’re currently the only one available, Dr. Wilson. She fainted in the store; she doesn’t seem to have hurt herself with the fall. It might be something simple as not eating well, but according to hospital policy, she at least has to be checked out by a doctor before she leaves, unless she refuses the examination, but she hasn’t.”

“Do you know her?” I asked.

I’d grown up in a town a bit over an hour away from the hospital, though I’d transferred here from the city in the first place. I didn’t know the people of this small town, but a lot of the people working at the hospital were local.

“I do know about her, but I don’t know her,” she said slowly. “It’s not my place to say, but I do know she has someone she needs to look after, and I don’t know if she’s getting help for it or not, but it’s most likely why she’s in a hurry. The examination won’t take too long.”

I sighed and got up, then readjusted my lab coat and the stethoscope around my neck.

“Give me a minute to get a drink of water, at least? Just wait in the hall.”

“Of course, Doctor,” she said with a nod of her head, then stepped out, leaving the door partially ajar.

In the corner of my office, I had a water dispenser, and I walked over to it, pulling out one of the disposable cups it held and poured some cold water for myself, mixing in only a bit of warm water. I drank it down, and poured another cup full, then drank that and tossed the cup. Then, I stretched out my arms and headed for the door.

Well, it wasn’t as if I could complain about the workload, but I must admit that I came here for a bit of peace and quiet. Then again, compared to a hospital in the city, it was pretty relaxed out here, there were days when I didn’t have that much to do, as there were other doctors around, and plenty of nurses. 

I was only doing rounds in this small town while I waited for things to cool down before I went back to my regular hospital and take on a new position as a consultant. If things hadn't gone south over there, I would have gotten the opportunity to join the position sooner, but it had and now I was just biding my time and trying to stay out of trouble.

At least, no one knew about my reputation and this is why as much as Gretchen was flirting with me. I wasn’t about to start any problems in this hospital. Fuck, once bitten twice shy. I was going to keep my cock in my pants which was a lot more than my dad had ever done in his lifetime.

I worked my ass off to get to where I was, and sometimes it was hard to hold myself back. Because it was so hard to control myself, I still had a misconduct case outstanding at my old hospital for getting down and dirty with a patient.

So, of course, that sort of thing could not happen again. It was a big no-no among medical practitioners, and I was lucky not to lose my license in the case, though it was thanks in part to the woman agreeing she was an equal partner in the affair. There were a lot of unlucky bastards who had the patient claim to have been coerced, and that was how reputations were ruined. Well, no, people destroyed their own reputations, and it was the same for me, which was why I was trying my best to be careful. But when I caught sight of my new patient, all those thoughts flew out the window.

Be careful, Carl, I scolded myself. No mistakes.

I could hear the beeping of the heart monitor pick up, and the patient’s eyes widened, her face flushing a delicate pink, lips parted. It was an incredibly attractive look, and I hardly heard Gretchen as I gave her one of my dazzling smiles.

“Good evening,” I said once Gretchen left us alone. “I’m Dr. Wilson, and I’ll be overseeing your examination. Miss...”

“It’s... Sandra Beatley,” she said, her voice quiet. “Nice to meet you, Doctor.”

I just smiled and pretended I didn’t notice the monitor, though it was impossible not to. I picked up the chart at the end of her bed and looked at it, then took a look at the machines monitoring her vitals. I hummed to myself, becoming a little dangerous, then I grabbed a nearby stool and sat beside her bed. I met her eyes and paused for a bit.

She...is my type.

Even with the sheets over her, her body looked a bit slim but curvy in the right places. She had long, dark hair that fell down her back and over her shoulders in waves and matching dark eyes that I thought I could get lost in quickly if I allowed it.

Fucking focus, she’s a patient and that was what got me in trouble in the first place. Maybe I do take after my dad a lot more than I wanted to admit and I fucking hated it.

“Now, Sandra, I’m going to examine you okay?” I waited for her nod. “First, I’m going to take your heartbeat. Do you think you can sit up with some help?”

After a short hesitation, she nodded. 

I leaned forward, pushing one foot against the ground, then got one arm around her shoulders and helped her sit up. She moved cautiously, a frown of concentration on her face even as her cheeks blushed darker. I frowned because she seemed a lot lighter than she should be for a woman her age, height, and size.

“I’ll listen to your heartbeat now,” I said, pulling the stethoscope from around my neck. “I’ll ask you to breathe in and out, and position yourself a certain way. If anything feels uncomfortable, please let me know, okay?”

“Okay,” she said with a slight nod.

She was in a dress with a slightly low neckline, which was good. The fabric was pretty light, too, so it wouldn’t get in the way, and I wouldn’t have to tell her to undress partially. It only took a few minutes, but it still took longer than it should have because there was something strange. Once I was done, I sat back, my mouth set in a grim line.

“Can you explain to me what you were doing before you fainted?” I asked.

“Um, I was shopping at the store?” she said slowly, with this adorable look of confusion on her face.

It was enough to make my lips twitched, and I sighed as I ran a hand down my face.

“Tell me a little more. Like, how you felt before you fainted. Maybe dizzy? Short of breath, your eyesight blurring? And have you been feeling off recently?”

She chewed on her bottom lip, looking indecisive for a moment.

“Well,” she started, meeting my eyes. “On my way there, I felt a bit tired, and I stopped at a bench maybe ten minutes or so away to rest a bit. It’s a bit of a distance from my house, a thirty, forty minute walk depending on how quickly I walk. I...did feel a bit dizzy once I got to the store, I even stumbled a bit, but I didn’t think it was anything serious, just that I needed to eat a little.”

“Have you eaten anything today?”

“Um, I had a slice of bread with peanut butter this morning?” 

Her
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