
        
            
                
            
        

    Doctor Stone
Clara Ann Simons



Dr. Stone

Clara Ann Simons

Copyright © 2023 by Clara Ann Simons.

All Rights Reserved.

Registered on 14/August/2023

All rights reserved. No portion of this material may be reproduced in any form or by any means without the express permission of the author. This includes, but is not limited to, reprints, excerpts, photocopying, recording, or any other means of reproduction, including electronic means.

All characters, situations between them and events appearing in the book are entirely fictitious.  Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, or events is purely coincidental.

The cover appears for illustrative purposes, any person appearing is a model and bears no relation whatsoever with the content of the book, with its author, or with any of the main characters.

The book contains some explicit sex scenes.

For more information, or if you want to know about new publications, please contact us via email at claraannsimons@gmail.com




Index

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Other books by the same author




Chapter 1

Sarah Taylor

I stand in the orientation room, undoubtedly the blandest, most uninspired space ever conceived by humankind. White ceiling, white walls, a white tiled floor, and a cheap white table smack dab in the middle. It’s like a room designed by a blind albino chameleon on a budget. Zero personality.

I’m a bit obsessed with punctuality, so I arrive ten minutes early. And yet, someone has beaten me to it, sitting in one of the hideously white chairs surrounding the table.

The stranger appears to be around my age, which makes sense, considering we likely finished med school more or less the same year. She’s slightly shorter than me, with streaks in her hair that scream, “I’m trying to have fun, but I’m trapped in this hospital.” Her skin is pale, her eyebrows delicately thin, and a shy smile graces her lips — as if to assure me she doesn’t intend to backstab anyone. Yet. Maybe we’ll have to compete for the same position one day.

“Hi, I’m Sarah,” I say, extending my hand and hoping she doesn’t notice it’s a little clammy from nerves.

We’re destined to work together at Watson Memorial Hospital for months, possibly years, so I’d better make a good first impression. But what do I say? Asking if it’s her first day seems idiotic. It’s clear she’s as lost as I am.

“Lauren,” she replies, her handshake so fleeting that I wonder if it actually happened or if my imagination is playing tricks on me.

She diverts her attention back to her smartphone, and I can’t help but ponder whether she’s shy or just a jerk. I choose to give her the benefit of the doubt and go with the former. In any case, her presence is comforting amidst all the tension. I need to relax, or my heart might give out before our first orientation session even starts.

I knew facing this place would be a challenge. I tried to mentally prepare myself, but reality has a way of exceeding expectations.

My older brother worked here as a surgery resident. He found his death at the tender age of twenty-eight.

The only time I set foot in this hospital, until today, was ten years ago. I was eighteen, fresh out of high school. Instead of celebrating at a party with my friends, I held on to my devastated mother. My memories of this place are of pain and despair, vast and infinite.

Fortunately, the conference room is different from what I remember. There are no dying patients, no gurneys wheeling someone towards an operating room they’ll never leave alive. If it weren’t for the white coats we wear, I might think I’m back in college and wouldn’t know the difference.

But that cursed night is impossible to forget. I remember running with my mother after getting the call. It was pouring rain. Jason had just finished work, lost control of his car, and swerved into the opposite lane. He collided head-on with a truck. The other driver couldn’t stop in time. He didn’t even see it coming. I wanted to blame him to ease my pain that night, but that man was almost as broken as we were.

With a shattered skull and severe bleeding, Jason needed emergency surgery. They warned us that it would be a lengthy operation. They suggested we go home and wait for their call, but my mother refused to budge. I remember asking if there was a place in the hospital where my mother could rest; Jason had previously mentioned such rooms. They offered us an empty office.

After a couple of hours, a woman entered with a distraught face. Her mask dangled from one ear, and it seemed she hadn’t bothered to change her clothes. I’ll never forget the blood splatters on her pants—my brother Jason’s blood.

She tried to say something, opened her mouth a couple of times, but the words refused to come out. Her blue eyes filled with tears. At that moment, I knew my brother was gone.

The conference room door swings open again, pulling me out of my thoughts and back to reality. I’m grateful for the interruption. The less I think about that night, the better. I’m not sure if I can handle it.

I expected another intern. Instead, a woman with huge, beautiful black eyes enters, followed by a man in his sixties. He’s wearing a white coat, black pants, and shiny shoes—checking all the stereotypes, like a character straight out of a TV show.

“Only the two of you? Shouldn’t there be three interns?” the woman asks, surprised.

Her gaze shifts between us and an empty chair to my right before she sits at the head of the table in front of a white screen.

“We’ve divided you into groups of three interns to provide more personalized training,” the man explains. “Lauren Soler, Sarah Taylor, and Eric Pabst should be here,” he adds, reading the names from his tablet.

“I’m Sarah Taylor,” I announce, raising a hand.

The man looks up from his screen and fixes his gaze on Lauren.

“Miss Soler?” he asks, peering over his glasses.

“Yes, that’s me,” Lauren responds timidly.

“I see Mr. Pabst hasn’t arrived yet. We’ll give him a five-minute grace period, and then we’ll begin,” he says, pulling back his coat sleeve to check the time on his pristine white watch.

I barely suppress a sigh of annoyance, which the doctor with the enormous black eyes doesn’t bother to hide. She narrows her eyes and huffs angrily, and the man accompanying her gestures for her to keep her composure in front of the interns.

My right leg starts bouncing beneath the table. My fingers drum impatiently. Anxiety creeps back in. I need something to distract me from that night.

As if magically summoned by the end of the five-minute grace period, the other intern finally graces us with his presence. He’s tall, easily six-foot-three. His brown hair is flawlessly styled, making me wonder for a moment if he’s late because he came straight from the hair salon.

His coat is wrinkle-free, and he sports pristine white sneakers. They’re obviously new and, given the brand, ridiculously expensive. His eyes are strange—piercing and very close together. We all stare at him, but instead of apologizing, he gestures as if to say, “Yeah, I know I’m late, but that’s just how it is. Deal with it, losers.”

“Eric Pabst, I presume?” asks the doctor who entered earlier.

“Yes.”

“Did you have trouble finding the orientation room?” our instructor presses.

“No.”

I take a deep breath and struggle not to laugh when I see the look of exasperation on the face of the doctor with the enormous black eyes. She’s just silently called the new intern an idiot without uttering a word. I’m already starting to like this woman. I love her expressiveness.

“I’m Dr. Lee,” begins the white-haired man. “I’ll be overseeing your training this first year. I’ve been doing this for over 20 years, so I’ve seen many interns pass through this hospital. With me is Dr. Arya Kumari, the head of the surgery department.”

He proceeds to hand out packets of folders explaining endless procedures, protocols, and policies of all sorts. We, the newbies, exchange glances, wondering if we’re supposed to memorize all this information that has nothing to do with medicine. It’s just internal protocols, and they seem to have thought of even the most ridiculous situations. It’s about as exciting as watching grass grow.

Thankfully, Dr. Lee announces a fifteen-minute break and directs us to a room with vending machines and some food.

Lauren and I sit at one of the tables while Eric grabs a Coke before joining us.

“Where did you guys study medicine?” he asks with an air of superiority.

“Touro College, in Harlem,” Lauren replies.

“It must be rough having to study at a place like that,” Eric smirks presumptuously.

Lauren looks at him and shrugs. “It’s a good school. I’m happy there.”

“Oh, I’m sure you are,” Eric retorts, punctuating his words with a little snort. “The area’s gentrifying a bit, right? At least the southern part of Central Harlem?” he asks, raising his eyebrows.

His attitude tells me that “gentrifying” means more white population moving in.

“What’s the average GPA to get into a school like that?”

“I don’t know,” Lauren replies, shrugging. “I guess around 3.55 or so.”

“509 on the MCAT, right?”

Now he’s confirmed it — he’s an insufferable jerk. If he knows the average score for the medical school entrance exam at that university, I don't understand why he’s bothering to ask the rest.

“I went to Harvard,” he announces, unasked. “Average GPA of 3.9 and 520 on the MCAT,” he adds pompously.

I exchange a knowing look with Lauren. Mystery solved: He brought up the topic just to rub it in our faces that he went to Harvard. What a moron.

“Touro College provides a lot of free services to the community,” I say, trying to give Lauren a hand.

“Yeah, we offer free vaccinations, routine checkups, all sorts of things,” she eagerly responds.

“I bet the locals appreciate that,” the idiot interrupts.

“That’s precisely the point, Eric,” I assure him, though he rolls his eyes as if I’m the one being ridiculous.

“And where did you study medicine, Sarah?”

He just won’t quit.

“Columbia,” I reply, attempting to be as modest as possible.

It’s not like I think I’m super special for getting into that school. In high school, I wanted to be a kindergarten teacher. I love kids. When my brother Jason passed away, I chose medicine and worked my tail off to get in. Lots of sweat and tears. I felt compelled to continue where he left off for some unknown reason.

“The Pabst name sounds familiar,” Lauren mentions.

“It should be familiar. Otherwise, I don’t know what you studied in college. Roger Pabst is my father, the best plastic surgeon in the country. I can’t tell you any names due to confidentiality agreements. Still, Hollywood actors, famous singers, royalty from several countries, and high-ranking politicians have all been under his knife.”

He drops this bombshell without looking up from his phone. Unfazed. He has to prove he’s superior every minute of his miserable existence. I’m starting to believe that enduring him will be the most challenging part of our training.

“He did his residency at this hospital, too,” he casually mentions.

And there it is. The root of his arrogance. Daddy’s a famous surgeon. He is probably well-respected around here, so Eric has decided to ride on his coattails. He doesn’t need to befriend two peasants like us. He’s got it made. I bet there’s already a position waiting for him at the end of his residency.

Back in the orientation room after the break, the door opens. This time, neither Dr. Lee nor the doctor with huge black eyes appear. Instead, a slender woman with blonde hair and blue eyes enters—I swear I’ve seen her somewhere before.

“Aren’t there supposed to be three of you residents?” the mysterious woman asks, clearly puzzled.

“Eric Pabst is still in the break room. I assume he’ll grace us with his presence shortly,” I reply, shrugging while racking my brain to remember where I’ve seen her before.

Right on cue, Eric saunters into the orientation room and plops down in a seat without even glancing at us.

“Don’t get too comfortable, Mr. Pabst. We’re heading to the ward. Follow me,” the new doctor instructs, practically sprinting out the door as if chased by an irate ghost.

Lauren and I trail behind her down the long hallways, struggling to keep up. Eric lags behind, eyes glued to his phone screen. Anxiety coils around me like a boa constrictor, and I remind myself that this hospital isn’t haunted. It’s not cursed either, though I admit choosing it for my internship rotations—the same place where my brother worked and died, might not be one of my brightest ideas.

As we pass the operating rooms, the memory clicks into place. I hadn’t seen those blue eyes in ten years, but they were filled with tears back then. Shit!

Dr. Jackie Stone. The same surgeon who operated on my brother when he died will now be my supervisor.

This has to be some sick cosmic joke.




Chapter 2

Jackie Stone

After giving the newbies an enthralling crash course on the riveting world of intravenous machines, enteral nutrition, and ventilators, I allow them their lunch break.

I’ll eat later, once Dr. Lee takes over babysitting duties. Orientation days with interns inevitably involve overtime in already absurdly long shifts. The later I eat, the longer I can power through and devote quality time to my patients.

I inhale deeply, mentally bracing myself before entering Mrs. Rodriguez’s room, knowing I’m in for a real treat. She arrived a few days ago, limping, her hips swollen with pain. Initial tests revealed a mass in her abdomen, so I performed surgery and sent it off for a biopsy.

Now, we’re playing the waiting game with pathology. Her elevated white blood cell count and lack of infections, however, scream cancer. Her next appointment is likely with an oncologist.

I knock on the door to catch her attention. She looks up from her book, grinning, and proudly displays the cover.

“Don’t you usually stuff your face with food around this time, Dr. Stone?” she teases. A few days in, and she’s already got my routine down.

“We’ve got a new batch of interns, so I’m working even later these days,” I explain.

“Later? Is that even possible?”

“I’m not taking time away from my patients,” I reply with a nonchalant shrug.

Mrs. Rodriguez chuckles and sets her book down on the nightstand.

“I could never do it; I’m far too lazy,” she confesses.

“You have every right to be lazy and enjoy your steamy vampire novels.”

“Did I mention they’re erotic?” she asks, winking.

“I believe you have. Several times.”

“If only I’d become a vampire at twenty-five, I could’ve enjoyed the best years of my life forever. That would’ve been nice. Or at least died young,” she adds, a touch of sadness in her eyes.

“Don’t say that. Aging is a privilege,” I scold.

“I know, but we’re bombarded with the idea that women are worthless as soon as we show wrinkles. It’s hard not to buy into that nonsense sometimes. Anyway, I’d rather be a 25-year-old vampire forever than an old lady in a hospital bed,” she concedes. “Live your life while you can. You work too much.”

I check her blood pressure before placing the stethoscope on her chest and then on her back, instructing her to breathe deeply.

“I work all those hours because I love it, Mrs. Rodriguez. Saving lives is a privilege for me, and if the days had 115 hours, I’d work them just the same.”

“Nonsense. Nobody enjoys working that much. Capitalism has brainwashed you. They’ve made you believe you need to be more productive to be happy.”

“Yes, Comrade Rodriguez,” I joke, shaking my head in amusement.

She snorts, rolling her eyes. I’ve only known her for a short time, but she’s become one of my favorite patients. Our conversations remind me of those I had with my grandmother before she passed away seven years ago. She’s a sharp, stubborn woman. Life hasn’t been kind to her, and now, with her illness, it insists on being even crueler.

“Well, I’m off,” I announce with a flourish. “I have other patients to attend to, though none as charming as you.” I chuckle. “Would you like the nurses to bring you something to eat or drink?”

“I haven’t been too hungry lately,” she replies with a dismissive shrug.

“Right,” I force a smile, even though her words sting. “I’ll swing by again tomorrow.”

“Maybe you’ll find me with that hunky nurse, the one with the biceps. He’s promised to take me on a date,” she adds, winking playfully.

My stomach growls in response. Perhaps delaying lunch wasn’t the best idea. I head to the break room, hoping the fresh batch of interns have vacated, but there sit the two girls.

Luckily, they don’t pay me much mind. They inhale their food while scrolling through their phones or cracking jokes. I watch my plate spin hypnotically in the microwave for a while before turning to observe them more closely. The brunette has taken out a notebook and appears to be reviewing the information I provided this morning. Good sign.

I smile. It is always rewarding to see that interns are eager to learn. But my smile vanishes as I spot the bracelet on her right wrist.

No. It can’t be. I knew I recognized her from somewhere. Ten years ago, to be exact. Taylor, what the hell? I hadn’t even noticed her last name in the notes Dr. Lee gave me. I hadn’t had the time. I only knew one of the residents was the insufferable son of Dr. Pabst. Stupid, just like his father.

When I first saw her, she was just an 18-year-old girl, her face contorted in anguish as she held her mother. I couldn’t even speak to them to break the news. The words refused to leave my throat. Jason’s death still haunts me.

Months later, her mother sued me for malpractice. It was the first time I led an operation in the OR, and I was devastated. I went over the events a million times. I remember every detail as if it were happening right now. Nothing could have been done; the injuries to his brain were too severe. Fatal. Not even the best surgeon could have saved him.

It’s odd that Sarah followed in her brother’s footsteps. It's even stranger that she chose the same hospital for her internship.

I never thought I’d see her again, and this is straying wildly from my comfort zone. I had blocked her face to preserve my own sanity. Now her memory returns as an echo from the past. That sobbing girl who comforted her mother is now under my supervision.

Thankfully, the two interns leave the room within minutes. I don’t even turn to say goodbye, pretending to be engrossed in the final spins of my meal in the microwave.

Maybe she doesn’t remember me. It’s possible she’s blocked me from her memory forever. It often happens in severe stressful situations. It’s a defense mechanism our minds use to avoid reliving them again and again.

If only I could forget that damn operation, but my demons return continuously for revenge. Jason’s lifeless body appears in my dreams, bloody and motionless on the table, while I try to revive him.

There’s no way to know if she remembers. Frankly, I’d rather not know. If she doesn’t bring it up, I won’t either. But it will be tough to supervise her learning while pretending I don’t know her, acting like I’ve never had anything to do with her brother’s death.




Chapter 3

Sarah Taylor

“Alright, prepare to work like slaves during your assigned hours at the hospital. And when you’re not slaving away, make sure to study and observe the surgeons whenever you get a few precious moments to spare from sleeping,” announces Nurse Georgia Davis with a face so serious you’d think she was kidding. But she’s not.

Both Lauren and I nod our heads solemnly, while Eric, ever the multitasker, remains fully engrossed in something on his phone screen.

“I assume all three of you have access to the hospital’s intranet, right?” Nurse Davis continues. “That’s where you’ll find your emergency contacts, just in case you find yourself in hot water with one of your patients. But let’s hope it doesn’t come to that, since you’ll only be dealing with the easy cases for now. If things get really serious, call Dr. Kumari or Dr. Stone immediately. Got it?”

My heart skips a beat at the mention of Dr. Jackie Stone’s name. I’d braced myself this morning, but I knew working with her will be an emotional rollercoaster ride.

Next, Georgia teaches us how to use the ancient pager system, which is now reserved only for life-threatening emergencies, and the hospital’s cryptic codes. She schools us on the chain of command and the roles of the unsung heroes keeping this place afloat. We learn about their shifts, daily rounds, and all the little things you take for granted but are essential for the smooth running of such a massive operation.

“Well, now you’ll have your first chance to play doctor,” she announces with a hint of glee. “We’ll do a buddy system, and I’ll assign you an easy case. Lauren and Eric, you’ll do your rounds together, and Sarah, you’ll come with me.”

“I don’t need Lauren. I can do my rounds on my own,” interrupts Eric, finally looking up from his phone.

I roll my eyes and shoot a sympathetic glance at Lauren. Being stuck with this guy all morning is the ultimate punishment. She sighs in resignation and raises her eyebrows as if to send me a telepathic offer to team up for the next round. Thank goodness she’s a patient woman. When it’s my turn with Eric, we’ll probably resemble a pair of angry porcupines fighting it out in a boxing ring.

“You’ll do rounds with whoever I say,” retorts Nurse Davis. “Right now, you’re just a rookie intern, and you should be grateful I even let you speak,” she snaps, arms akimbo.

Eric falls silent, clearly surprised by Nurse Davis’s sharp rebuke, and even smiles as he’s handed his round of visits.

“Follow me, Sarah,” she says. “You and I will take care of Mrs. Mara Abano, a hospital regular and a true nightmare for nurses. She comes in about once a month. And fair warning, she sometimes loses control,” the nurse adds, rolling her eyes so dramatically I’m afraid they’ll get stuck that way.

We turn a few corners and arrive at a sunlit three-bed room. In the center lies an elderly woman with curly brown hair, frowning at us.

“Incompetent, imbecile nurses,” she mutters under her breath while slamming a plastic cup against the bedside table.

I’m taken aback by her words, but Georgia winks at me with an expression that screams, “told you so,” without uttering a word.

“Why’d you bring a child in a doctor’s coat?” the woman asks Nurse Davis.

“Mrs. Abano, let me introduce you to Dr. Taylor, one of our new interns.”

“I don’t need a child. Where are the real doctors?” she protests with Academy Award-worthy drama.

For a moment, I’m unsure how to react. Thankfully, Georgia remains calm and assures her that I have all the necessary qualifications to treat her, a fact that the elderly woman doesn’t seem to believe because she keeps insisting I’m a child.

“What brings you in this time, Mrs. Abano?” Georgia asks, pulling out a notepad and pen.

“I already told your idiot colleague when I checked in. Unbearable migraines, cough, fatigue, leg pain. Did I mention the cough? I’m having a heart attack, and you’re all ignoring me. I’ll sue you all,” she threatens.

“And how are you feeling now, ma’am?” I ask, approaching her and conjuring up my best smile.

“Terrible. How else would I feel, you silly girl? Are you sure she finished school?” the woman adds, addressing Nurse Davis.

“Alright, let’s give you something for the headache, okay?” I suggest, glancing at Georgia, who leaves the room to fetch some mild medication for relief.

From Nurse Davis’s earlier remarks and my own observations, I’m pretty sure this woman is just seeking attention. She probably lives alone with no family, or maybe her kids don’t pay her any mind. It could be a way for her to feel important.

“I don’t trust that clumsy one,” Mrs. Abano murmurs, shaking her head and keeping an eye on the door Georgia exited through. “She’s probably already killed several patients with her incompetence.”

“Nurse Davis is very competent,” I assure her.

“The nurses in this hospital are the worst,” she insists. “They’d rather let you freeze to death than bother fetching you a blanket.”

I decide to get a head start on the tests while Georgia is away. I know I should wait for her, as per protocol. Still, I’m almost certain Mrs. Abano isn’t really dealing with anything serious.

“Mrs. Abano, I’m going to check your pupils,” I announce, placing my fingers on her chin to lift her face.

“Don’t touch me, you bitch!” she screams, swatting my hand away with impressive force.

I step back, raising my arms in a peace-offering gesture, practically shell-shocked by her reaction.

“Alright then, can you tell me if the pain is sharp or throbbing?” I ask, dripping with faux enthusiasm.

“Both, you imbecile!” she screeches, clutching her head so tightly that her nails dig into her skin.

“Mrs. Abano, please, you’re going to hurt yourself,” I caution, casting a side-eye towards the door, hoping Georgia will swoop in and save the day.

“I told you not to touch me!” she protests when I try to stop her, delivering a slap that could rival a professional boxer’s punch.

With my cheek stinging from the impact, I hastily press the emergency button myself to summon a nurse. I don’t want to be alone with this woman for another second.

“Everything alright?” Georgia asks, and I can’t help but suspect she was waiting behind the door, perhaps laughing at my situation.

“Give her something for the headache, please,” I sigh.

“I need something much stronger!” Mrs. Abano barks, throwing the pill Georgia just handed her right back at me without even knowing what medication it is. “Give me something that actually works, you witch!”

“Lorazepam?” I suggest to Georgia, who nods in agreement.

At that moment, an orderly enters and takes hold of one of Mrs. Abano’s arms while I manage the other. We try to calm her down until Georgia returns.

“Mrs. Abano, we’re going to administer a sedative to help you relax. This will also help with your headache,” I inform her. “It’s taken orally; you just need to swallow a pill, but you have to cooperate with us, understand?”

The elderly woman nods, and we cautiously release her grip.

“One milligram,” I instruct Georgia.

Nurse Davis opens the pill bottle with the finesse of an experienced bartender about to mix a cocktail. She drops one pill into the palm of her hand and offers it to the elderly woman, accompanied by a small glass of water. With a dramatic sigh worthy of an award, Mrs. Abano climbs back into bed, covers herself from head to toe with the sheet, and immediately calms down.

For a while, we watch over her like two guardian angels assigned to the most melodramatic soul on the planet. Eventually, her body relaxes, her eyes close, and she drifts off to sleep.

“I think you’ve earned yourself a break,” Georgia declares, patting me on the back.

“Was this some kind of initiation?” I grumble.

“Partly, yes. You need to learn how to deal with patients. There are good ones and bad ones. Some are quite challenging, but you handled it well,” she assures me.

“It could’ve gone better.”

“And it could’ve gone much worse. I thought about leaving it to Eric. Maybe I’ll set him up with a similar case tomorrow,” she says with a wicked grin.

When we enter the break room, the other two interns are already there, casually sipping coffee while my cheek still stings from the slap.

“Word has it you had a difficult patient,” smirks the insufferable Eric. News travels at the speed of light around here.

“How did you find out?” I ask, pulling a water bottle from the vending machine.

“One of the nurses mentioned she was giving you a hard time,” explains Lauren.

“Sarah handled the situation like a true professional,” Georgia chimes in, taking a seat next to us. “She managed to sedate her, and now she’s resting peacefully.”

“You sedated a patient just for a headache?” Eric scoffs, rolling his eyes. “You do know there’s medication for that, right?”

“I didn’t sedate her for the headache, but because she was acting erratically. She slapped me,” I reveal, though I’m not sure why I’m even bothering to explain myself to him.

“So, you couldn’t handle an elderly woman and had to sedate her,” he retorts, smirking.

“You weren’t even there,” I complain.

“Eric, go take a walk. Get some fresh air,” Nurse Davis orders, pointing at the door with her finger.

“What?”

“You heard me. Right now,” she repeats, maintaining her composure.

Our fellow intern’s eyes widen, and he looks like he’s about to burst into tears. But he slowly rises from his seat and heads for the exit.

“You’ll see when my dad hears about this,” Eric grumbles before leaving.

“He’s insufferable,” complains Lauren. “He wouldn’t shut up the whole time, saying he was wasting his time doing rounds with a patient. According to him, he’s going to be a surgeon just like his dad and should be observing surgeries.”

“He’s such a moron,” mutters Nurse Davis. “We get one of those every now and then. His dad was just as idiotic at his age. I imagine he’s even worse now,” she adds.

“Seems like the Pabsts are quite the legend in this hospital,” I joke.

“Someday, you’ll be telling stories about Eric,” Georgia adds, shaking her head.

***

When I walk through the door, I feel like I’m floating on a cloud of pure, unadulterated bliss. And this is after my run-ins with the notorious Mrs. Abanto and the insufferable Eric. The rest of the day passes without a hitch, thanks to Georgia’s bottomless well of wisdom and her delightful company.

“Well, hello there, beautiful. How was your first day of playing doctor?” my mother greets me with an excessive amount of enthusiasm, cooing like I’m a toddler.

“Pretty good. Exhausting, but good,” I reply, trying to match her energy.

“Did you make any friends?” she asks with a glimmer in her eyes.

“Mom, it’s not school. It’s a job,” I remind her, narrowing my eyes.

“Fine, fine. Are you getting along with the other interns?” she prods.

“Mostly. I get along well with one of them, and we have a great nurse supervising us. But the other intern in our group is unbearable. He’s a spoiled rich kid whose dad is a famous plastic surgeon. Can’t wait for the next rotation and a fresh start, although I’ll miss Lauren,” I confess.

“Oh, I remember hearing about a Dr. Lee when your brother was an intern. Is he still there?” she asks, a note of nostalgia in her voice.

“Yes, he and Dr. Stone are our direct supervisors. We also met Dr. Kumari and…”

“Wait, did you say Dr. Stone?” my mother interrupts, eyes bulging. “Jackie Stone? That murderer is still working at the hospital?”

I bite my lower lip, realizing I’ve inadvertently stepped on a landmine. I was so excited that I totally forgot about the household ban on mentioning her name. Mom’s southern accent, which had almost disappeared after twenty years in New York, comes roaring back. It’s the telltale sign she’s nervous.

“Mom, she’s not a murderer. You filed a medical malpractice lawsuit against her years ago, and she was acquitted,” I remind her, lowering my voice.

“Doctors cover for each other,” she mutters. “She killed your brother. She’s a murderer,” my mother concludes, unable to let it go.

“Let’s not be overly dramatic, please,” I mumble.

“Dramatic? You think I’m being dramatic?” she explodes, her voice reaching an impressive volume. “Your brother’s death at the hands of that awful woman isn’t dramatic enough for you?”

I let out a long sigh and pinch the bridge of my nose, searching for the right words to calm her down. But I fear there might not be any.

“I didn’t mean it that way, Mom,” I explain, trying to force a smile. “I just don’t think it makes sense to blame Dr. Stone for Jason’s death. They were colleagues, and…”

“Who am I supposed to blame then, Sarah? She was supposed to be qualified to perform the surgery that was meant to save his life. Everyone trusted her to do it. She was the hospital’s rising star. The best surgeon. She couldn’t save him because, deep down, she’s incompetent. I can’t believe the system is so broken that she’s still practicing medicine,” my mother barks.

“Mom, she’s a great surgeon, and…”

“And now she’s responsible of supervising interns? What kind of world are we living in? Who makes these decisions at that hospital? I told you to choose a different one,” she snaps.

“Please, Mom…”

“No!” she cuts me off. “Going to that hospital was a mistake, and you know it. After they killed your brother, I don’t know how you could even consider it.”

“We’ll talk later,” I whisper, turning on my heel and retreating to my bedroom with tears in my eyes.

I know better than to argue with her at the moment. My brother’s death hurts me too. I must admit that I blamed Dr. Stone for a long time. But now, I’m not so sure.

“Get back here! I’m talking to you, Sarah! Don’t you dare walk away from me!” I hear my mother shout, but with the door closed and music at full volume, her words fade into a distant echo.




Chapter 4

Jackie Stone

“Alright, Mr. Blythe has been experiencing bloody stools. Which essential test should we consider for his symptoms?” I inquire of the three interns standing before me, my tone light and inquisitive.

“Is all of this really necessary?” inquires Eric Pabst with his signature air of superiority.

“Necessary for what, Eric? It sure is necessary for Mr. Blythe that you know how to proceed,” I explain, trying to keep my cool.

“This is a surgical rotation. I’m going to be a plastic surgeon, like my father. I don’t see the need to know what to do with a patient with bloody stools,” he explains, clicking his tongue.

“You’re here to learn. That’s the point of rotations. I’m a surgeon, as you know, but I also need to know other aspects of medicine. Maybe not be an expert, but at least be familiar with them,” I say, trying to reason with him.

Eric throws his hands up in mock surrender, but at least he keeps quiet. Just an hour ago, Georgia Davis mentioned during coffee that she had to send him for a walk. His arrogant attitude isn’t doing his peers any favors. I haven’t met his insufferable father, but Georgia and several others have told me he’s unbearable. Arya met him at a conference and called him a “fucking moron,” in her own words. But Arya is Arya.

“We should perform a stool test as soon as possible,” answers Lauren timidly.

“Right, and why?” I probe.

“Could it indicate colorectal cancer?” she clarifies, and Eric furrows his brow as if someone just stole his last chocolate chip cookie.

“What does the test require?”

“Collection of three samples to be examined under a microscope for blood,” responds Sarah promptly.

I nod and give her a smile, but when our eyes meet, she quickly looks away, nervous. I can’t help but wonder if she knows I was the doctor who attended to her brother in that operating room. Or maybe she’s just shy—but she doesn’t seem that way. Focus, Jackie!

“What other factors can cause bloody stools?” I ask, hoping to keep my thoughts at bay.

“There are many non-cancerous factors like certain medications or foods, gastrointestinal bleeding, or even hemorrhoids,” Eric responds hastily, eager to reclaim his crown as the human medical encyclopedia.

“What medications?” I press.

He opens his mouth to answer but leaves it hanging, his words seemingly stuck in his throat.

“NSAIDs like diclofenac, ibuprofen, or ketoprofen,” Sarah answers confidently. “Also, platelet inhibitors like aspirin, clopidogrel, and prasugrel, and anticoagulants like vitamin K antagonists, heparin, or direct oral anticoagulants. Combined antiplatelet therapy or combined medication with a platelet inhibitor and anticoagulants also have a higher risk of causing gastrointestinal bleeding,” she adds, leaving her peers in awe.

“Higher risk compared to what?”

“Compared to monotherapy.”

I can’t help but smile proudly. She reminds me so much of myself at her age.

“At what age should one have a stool test for hidden blood?”

“Starting at age 45, according to the American Cancer Society,” Eric answers, trying to regain his lost glory.

“Good. Let’s move on to our next patient. Mr. Willis has been admitted for a scheduled surgery. However, during routine preoperative tests, he’s displaying symptoms of confusion, memory loss, and altered alertness. Don’t be afraid to make mistakes. You’re here to learn. If you don’t learn from your mistakes now, you’ll be forced to do so in real situations in the future. That would be much more serious,” I add.

The interns fire off possible answers like a machine gun. But as we delve into the vast expanse of possibilities, I catch Sarah’s terrified gaze and abruptly cut off the diagnosis. It seems neither of us is quite ready to discuss severe head injuries just yet.

Today’s agenda is simple: grill the rookies with as many cases as we can squeeze into three hours, give them a break, and then let them choose between watching me perform surgery or doing routine rounds with Nurse Davis. The latter part of the day is like one of those “choose your own adventure” books but with scalpels and scrubs.

I can’t help but feel a pang of disappointment when I hear Sarah Taylor choose to do the routine rounds alongside Nurse Davis. Usually, all the interns are eager to set foot in an operating room for a real surgery for the first time.

Before we head in, I impress upon them the importance of avoiding any form of contamination in the operating room, which could cause complications for the patient later.

I’ve opted for a routine surgery—the last thing I need is two interns in shock if the patient’s life is at stake. Fortunately, after the operation, Dr. Lee will take over, and I’ll be able to perform more complex surgeries.

***

Exhausted, both physically and mentally, I head home on the subway. There’s a voicemail from my dad on my phone, worried about my long work hours and lack of social life. I’d promised to call him, and it’s been... I can’t even remember how many days since we last spoke.

With a heavy sigh, I swipe my phone screen in search of his number when I get home. But I stop short—it’s nearly midnight, and he’s probably asleep. Instead, I opt to leave him a message and crawl straight into bed.

At three in the morning, I wake up with a start, my heart racing. The nightmare fades, but the image of Jason Taylor in the operating room lingers in my memory. Mangled, bloodied. A ghost from my past that returns almost every night for the past ten years, his memory as fresh as day one.

Sometimes, the thought of different choices I could have made keeps me awake all night. I go over them in a loop, trying to find a solution where there isn’t one.

An endless string of “what ifs” haunt me. What would have happened if I’d moved faster, if a more experienced surgeon had operated on him... With my current knowledge, would I have chosen a different path that night? Would I have acted differently in that godforsaken operating room? There’s no turning back now. I did everything I could, and yet it wasn’t enough. Jason lost his life on that operating table.

He was a bright young man—his hopes and dreams extinguished in mere minutes. A scene that plays out on endless nights. My own private hell of memories that won’t relent. I thought that with time and experience, the pain would fade. But lives can’t be returned, no matter how hard I work to save others.

In the hospital, each patient saved is a sort of tribute to Jason Taylor.

That eases my pain. But the comfort is short-lived in the dark of night, alone with my demons.

The image of his lifeless, bloodied body haunts me as if seeking revenge.




Chapter 5

Sarah Taylor

As I stroll into the break room, I casually toss my hoodie onto a sofa. Finally, spring has arrived in New York City, bringing with it temperatures above 70 degrees. Despite my love for soaking up the sun, this time of year always feels like a cold splash of reality.

It’s time to commemorate the anniversary of my brother Jason’s death. Ten years have passed since that fateful downpour caught him off guard while driving, resulting in him losing control of his car.

I’ve taken the day off to spend with my mom tomorrow. It’s our annual tradition—a day of remembrance, our “Grief Marathon,” though I refrain from using that term in front of her. We’ll indulge in junk food, sip wine, and watch Jason’s favorite movies. And, of course, we’ll look through countless photos of our childhood.

Our day will likely consist of shedding tears, expressing our emotions, and venting our frustrations towards Dr. Stone and her entire family—past, present, and future. Some years, we even visit one of those places where you can pay to smash things. I’ll admit that on Jason’s death anniversary, neither Mom nor I are the picture of emotional stability.

Given my conversation with my mom yesterday, where she found out Dr. Stone is now my supervisor, there’s a good chance we’ll spend the afternoon smashing things with a hammer. I suppose that’s her way of releasing pent-up emotions so she won’t have a breakdown in the middle of a supermarket or a Chinese restaurant. Just some quality mother-daughter time, I assume.

Back in college, I used to take the day before off too. Still, now I’m an intern at a hospital, and free days are few and far between. Not to mention, I studied medicine because of Jason.

As I munch on salty peanuts and sneak a peek at the latest gossip on social media, I notice Dr. Stone entering the break room from the corner of my eye. She stiffens upon seeing me and heads for the fridge, most likely to grab her lunch and escape to the rooftop to eat. It’s a pattern she follows whenever I’m around, avoiding the break room like it’s the plague. My time at this hospital is becoming a series of awkward encounters.

At first, I thought she didn’t know who I was, but now I’m sure she does. That’s why she’s avoiding me at all costs. My inner detective is proud of that deduction.

For days, I’ve been agonizing over the idea of confronting her. I think what we need is a good, face-to-face conversation. We can’t continue this ridiculous situation where we both try to ignore what happened with my brother. I guess I’ll have to be the mature one and take the initiative. Quick and painless, like ripping off a bandaid.

“Dr. Stone, do you have a moment?” I ask just before she can dash out the door and evade me. “There’s something I’d like to discuss with you.”

She hesitates for a moment, opens her mouth like a fish out of water, then nods and sits down beside me. Her posture is tense, her shoulders rigid as if she’s bracing for battle.

“Do you have any questions about the patient rounds this morning?” she deflects, raising her eyebrows. Nice try, but it won’t work.

I take a deep breath, exhaling slowly as her blue eyes meet mine.

“You know who I am, right?” I ask in a whisper so faint it’s barely audible.

I swear I planned to be much more aggressive, but I can’t seem to muster it. Still, it’s a good start.

“Yeah, I remember you,” she sighs and looks away with pain in her eyes.

“It’s that exact expression that tipped me off. You made the same face ten years ago when you came to give us the news about...”

“About Jason,” she finishes for me, locking her deep blue eyes onto mine. “That night, I couldn’t even break the news to you. I was devastated,” she admits. “I suppose you agree with your mother that your brother’s death was my fault. Perhaps you think a more experienced surgeon could have saved his life. I swear, I’ve replayed that surgery a million times in my head, and I wouldn’t have done anything differently,” she adds, her eyes glistening.

“I don’t...”

“If you ever feel emotionally ready, I can go over that surgery with you. With ten more years of experience, there’s no way I could have saved your brother anyway. His injuries were fatal,” she says, looking away to wipe a tear rolling down her cheek.

“I don’t think I’ll ever be emotionally ready to review that surgery,” I confess.

“I know,” she sighs. “Listen, Jason was a good friend, and he would have been a great doctor. It was just bad luck. Sometimes life is unfair, like a roulette wheel, and it was his turn. It was all of our turns, really. I don’t mean to compare my pain to yours or your mother’s. I know they’re not the same, but his death still haunts me. I feel terrible about what happened that night,” her voice cracks, raw emotion on display. “It wasn’t my fault, Sarah, I swear it wasn’t, but I use that memory every day to push myself to be a better surgeon. It’s my way of honoring your brother.”

She leans back in her seat, her eyes filling with tears. I try to find the right words, but I don’t even know what to say. My mother has always described her as cold and unfeeling, a kind of sociopath who doesn’t care about others’ suffering. But now she’s showing vulnerability, sobbing as she remembers Jason’s death, and I don’t know what to think about the whole situation.

“He would have been a great doctor,” she repeats. “He genuinely cared about his patients. Not just their health, but their lives too. Sometimes, when I look at you, I see a piece of Jason,” she confesses, and now it’s my turn to wipe away the tears rolling down my cheeks.

She furrows her brows, about to speak again, when a nurse bursts through the door.

“Dr. Stone, code red in operating room three!” the nurse shouts, disrupting our emotional moment.

Jackie Stone forces a smile and nods. “Back to work, I guess,” she says before following the nurse out of the room.

I lean back in my chair, and suddenly, it feels like a massive weight has been lifted from my chest. It’s as if our brief exchange had been filled with magical creatures that carry away pieces of my pain.

The hardest part of my job hasn’t been the long hours or countless facts we have to memorize. It’s been the exhausting daily dance of avoiding Dr. Jackie Stone and our shared past. Interacting with her has filled me with anxiety, but now, it seems like some of the ghosts that haunted me have vanished.

I was only eighteen when it all happened. All I had to go on was my mother’s account of events. In the malpractice trial, she painted Dr. Stone as an incompetent, heartless sociopath. It’s easier to blame someone than to accept the cold, hard truth. Sometimes life is just a cruel roulette wheel of chaos, and one day, it’s your turn.

I’m starting to believe the evil Dr. Stone my mother described, doesn’t exist. Not only is she an excellent surgeon, but she genuinely cares for her patients. It’s comforting to know the world is a better place with one less villain.

***

My phone alarm goes off, signaling it’s time to return to routine rounds. Unfortunately, I’m paired with Eric, while Lauren gets to work with the more pleasant Nurse Davis.

Our last patient is Sumanth Bhattacharya, a fifteen-year-old boy with complications from a laryngotracheal separation.

“Still experiencing a sore throat, huh?” I ask with my best smile.

Georgia’s notes indicated he’s been in pain but recovering well.

“Yes,” he replies, his raspy voice barely a whisper.

“Do you want us to increase your pain medication?”

He nods, and I decide to up the dose.

“Eric, could you please fetch the medication?”

It’s practical for Eric to ask the nurses for the medication while I check Sumanth’s vitals. Eric, however, looks like I’ve asked him to jump off a cliff.

“On a scale of one to ten, how much does it hurt?” I ask.

“I can barely speak,” he whispers. And I honestly can’t blame him. His throat looks like it’s been through a shredder on the highest setting.

“If I give you a pen and paper, would you write down your answers? Communication is crucial for a better diagnosis,” I explain, secretly hoping his antisocial behavior is due to pain and not some distant family connection to Eric from India.

He nods slowly, and I breathe a sigh of relief, crossing off the second possibility. Just then, Eric swoops in, handing the patient a pill.

“What about water?”

“Ugh, do I have to fetch that too?” Eric complains.

“I’ll get it,” I offer, not wanting to create a soap opera scene in front of our wide-eyed patient.

After noting down the symptoms and leaving the patient’s room, Eric seems rather upset.

“What’s the matter?”

“You know you could’ve asked a nurse to bring the medication, right?” he snaps, rolling his eyes.

“They’re always very busy, and there were two of us,” I explain.

“Why didn’t you get the meds then? We studied medicine, not nursing,” he adds arrogantly.

“Nurses’ work is just as important as ours, Eric. We’re not superior beings because we hold medical degrees. You won’t break out in hives from fetching a patient’s medication, don’t worry,” I retort, grimacing.

“This is all a waste of time,” he mutters. “I’m going to be a surgeon.”

“Really? Why study a profession that requires caring for people when you couldn’t give a damn about them, Eric?”

As we argue, Lauren and Georgia finish their rounds and decide to join the fun.

“Nurses are overworked. We should all support each other. For now, you’re a rookie, and you’ll have to do as you’re told,” Georgia chimes in, seizing every opportunity to ruffle Eric’s feathers.

“I’ve put in seventy hours this week between practice and study sessions,” he protests.

“We’re interns; we have to learn. It’s part of the process,” Lauren clarifies. “Besides, it’s not a competition to see who works more. If anything, that should make you want to help.”

“Fine, you two can be nurse BFFs and do their work for them. I’ll stick to my doctor duties and take a break now,” he concludes.

With those words, he pivots on his heels and strolls down the long hallway, glued to his phone screen.

“He’s such an asshole,” Lauren whispers, shaking her head.

“Wow! You must really be mad at him to say that word,” Georgia admits, making us laugh.

My initial joy after talking with Dr. Stone turns to gloom. All thanks to my round of visits with Eric.

I always believed a good doctor genuinely wanted to improve people’s lives. Eric hails from a long line of doctors dating back to 1815, according to him. His father is a famous, wealthy surgeon, and yet, Eric is starting to seem more like a psychopath than a doctor.




Chapter 6

Jackie Stone

I stride into Dr. Lee’s office, wrestling with the massive wooden door that was probably crafted back when dinosaurs roamed the earth.

“Come on in, Jackie,” he exclaims, waving me over to sit across from him. “You don’t look too thrilled,” he adds.

Thrilled? I’m about as excited as a sloth on a treadmill. Sure, intern evaluations are a necessary evil. They are important. Still, I’d rather spend the next hour in an OR than dissecting the progress of our three rookies with Dr. Lee.

“How are they doing?” he asks.

“Lauren Soler and Sarah Taylor are doing great. Eric Pabst, on the other hand, let’s just say he has a few... people skills that could use some polishing,” I reply delicately.

Dr. Lee raises an eyebrow, giving me an ironic smile. We’ve worked together long enough for me to be brutally honest with him.

“He’s Roger Pabst’s son, isn’t he?” he inquires, feigning nonchalance.

“Yep, that’s him,” I confirm. “He’s leaning a bit too heavily on his father’s reputation for protection. Thinks he can act like a royal pain thanks to nepotism.”

“And he might be right. Any redeeming qualities?” Dr. Lee probes.

I shrug, racking my brain for something remotely pleasant to say about Eric. Not an easy task, I must admit.

“I guess you can say he’s enthusiastic,” I concede. “But he’s also incredibly impatient. It’s like he wants to skip straight to being a celebrated surgeon without putting in the hard work. He’s unwilling to do anything he considers a waste of time, even if it’d make him a better doctor in the long run.”

“I don’t envy him having the father he’s got,” Dr. Lee mutters.

“Isn’t he some kind of plastic surgery virtuoso?”

“‘Virtuoso’ usually applies to the arts,” Dr. Lee replies with a hint of a smile.

“Who says surgery isn’t an art?”

“I should’ve seen that coming from you,” he jokes. “He’s a skilled plastic surgeon, but I knew him when he was an intern years ago. Eric inherited his insufferableness. He was a fucking moron.”

“Did you just swear?” I ask, feigning shock by placing a hand on my chest.

“He was unbearable. Tell me, what do you think of Lauren Soler?”

“She’s the polar opposite of Eric,” I say, reclining in my chair and adopting a thoughtful pose. “She notices the little things, people’s habits. She learns from her mistakes, never making them twice. She’s very quiet, though...”

“You were too, and you still are, in a way. Silence isn’t inherently bad.”

“True,” I admit. “In any case, she needs to work on her self-confidence. It’s important that patients have no doubts.”

“And Sarah Taylor?” he finally asks.

I can’t help but smile.

“She’s incredibly well-prepared. She genuinely cares about her patients and does her best for them. She’s...”

I pause before continuing. Sarah is just so... Sarah. She won’t just be a fantastic doctor; she’s the kind of person who would hug you after a nightmare or comfort you after a bad day. She’s also... damn, she’s stunning. Why is that popping into my head now?

Fortunately, Dr. Lee is oblivious to my inner turmoil and leans forward, fingers laced together.

“It seems everyone is doing pretty well. Do you think they’re ready to step into the OR for a complicated surgery?” he asks, peering at me over his glasses.

“I’d say even Eric would be up to the task,” I reply with a touch of irony.

***

Arya sidles up to me as soon as I step into the cafeteria to grab a strong coffee. There’s no escape from her when she puts her mind to it.

“How’s it going with your favorite intern? Must be weird having the ghosts of the past haunting your every move. I bet it brings back a lot of memories,” she teases, raising her eyebrows.

“You do realize that what you just said is a tad morbid, right?”

“Very morbid, I know. Tell me, seriously, how are you doing with her?”

“She’ll be a great doctor,” I reply, not wanting to give away more details.

“Don’t be a jerk,” she whispers, grabbing my arm to make me stop. “Don’t give me that shit, Jackie. This has to be messing with your head, and you know you can talk to me.”

“What do you want me to say? Almost every night, I have nightmares about her brother dying on a gurney? That every time I look at her, I’m reminded of that godforsaken surgery? Having Jason Taylor’s sister as an intern is some cruel cosmic joke,” I protest.

“You’re a fantastic surgeon. We all know that. I’ve lost patients too. Way more than you, in fact.”

“You’re a cardiac surgeon. You perform open-heart surgeries; of course, you lose more patients than me. Plus, Jason was my friend.”

“Have you talked to her?” she inquires, leading me to one of the tables.

“A little.”

“And?”

“It was Sarah who started the conversation,” I admit, letting out a long sigh. “I tried to explain it wasn’t my fault, that her brother’s injuries were too severe and…”

“Did she get it?”

“I think so. I don’t know. I was called for a code red and had to cut the conversation short.”

“Jason’s death was tragic, but it wasn’t due to any mistake on your part,” Arya repeats, placing her hands on my shoulders. “Stop blaming yourself.”

“Easier said than done,” I confess. “But I’ll try, I promise.”

“By the way, Patricia is throwing a barbecue this Saturday. Wanna come?”

“Your wife makes the best burgers in New York City,” I admit, shrugging.

“You’re forgetting my garam masala ribs,” she adds.

“I’d rather not remember the last time I ate one of your native ‘delights’.”

“Ah, yes, the runs. I’d almost forgotten,” she jests, putting her hands on her head.

“Say it louder; I don’t think everyone heard you,” I complain.

“But this is different. That dish was too spicy for you. Inés had the same problem.”

“That was the last time we saw her wife alive,” I recall, lowering my voice. “How’s Dr. Torres handling it?”

“Not great. No surprise there. I don’t know how I’d go on if I lost Patricia. She buries herself in work, but it’s been almost a year. Anyway, let’s talk about something more fun,” she suggests. “This is a crummy conversation for a coffee break.”

The smile that spreads across her face doesn’t bode well. She only wears it when she’s about to share one of her infamous stories from the OR.

“Are you going to tell me why you’re smiling?” I ask, arching an eyebrow.

“You’re going to love it.”

“I know.”

“Do you know what I did to the three newbies in my rotation? I brought them into the OR with me this morning, telling them we were going to perform an appendectomy and…”

“Please, Arya, tell me you didn’t…” I interrupt, my eyes wide with disbelief.

“It’s for their own good; they need to be prepared for anything. You should have seen their faces when they were greeted with open-heart surgery instead of an appendectomy. One of them had to be escorted out to vomit when we cracked the sternum,” Arya laughs, barely able to contain herself.

“One of these days, one of those wide-eyed faces is going to sue you for inappropriate behavior in the OR,” I warn her, unable to stop laughing along.

“Come on, you jerk, they were just there to observe! I wouldn’t dream of letting them get close to the patient!” she protests.

I shake my head, hands gripping my hair. Arya has good intentions, but her teaching methods are, well, questionable at best. That said, her rotations are the interns’ favorites… once they’re over, of course.

“Hey, you know I take their education as a personal challenge. And my stories brighten your day. You’re just jealous that my interns have more thrilling tales to share than yours,” she adds with a cheeky wink.




Chapter 7

Sarah Taylor

I bite the inside of my lip, watching intently as Dr. Stone performs a tracheotomy on one of the patients who arrived at the hospital this week.

He was admitted with a high fever, dizziness, muscle pain, and headaches. But the fever didn’t subside with the usual treatment, and this morning, he suddenly collapsed, struggling to breathe.

“He must’ve been on the brink of death before they realized he needed a tracheotomy,” Eric mutters under his breath, his face twisted in disdain.

I shoot him a glare and shake my head. We’ve been interns for a month, and he’s always questioning medical decisions.

“I’m sure you would’ve done it much better,” I retort sarcastically.

“In my family’s clinic, they would’ve caught this much sooner,” he snaps back.

“Your family’s clinic does plastic surgery. They do nose jobs and liposuction,” I remind him pointedly.

Thankfully, before he can respond, our mentor finishes the procedure and explains it to us. I had no desire to argue with Eric in the middle of the OR about whether his father’s clinic has better doctors than this hospital.

“I swear I can’t stand him,” I complain, collapsing into a chair in the break room.

“He’s an insufferable little shit,” Lauren chimes in.

“How does he expect to get through life like this?”

“I can think of a few reasons: his family’s money, their clinic, his dad on the hospital board…”

“I bet he also dated the director’s daughter at his private school,” I quip, pressing my hand to my forehead.

“Guys like him will always exist,” Lauren reminds me. “Just ignore him and focus on what’s important.”

“It’s not that easy,” I confess. “Eric gives me bad vibes. His ego is huge, and he sees us as his enemies. I worry he’ll put his pride before patient care or mess up and blame me when we’re paired together.”

“At least you have Dr. Stone’s support,” she blurts out suddenly.

I almost choke on my chicken sandwich at her words. I clear my throat and hastily take a sip of water before responding, trying to remain calm, though I’m sure my ears are bright red.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I reply, attempting to keep my voice steady.

“Sarah…”

“Seriously, I don’t know what you mean,” I insist.

Lauren looks at me, cocks her head, and raises an eyebrow before responding.

“I see the way you two look at each other.”

“What?”

“I may not talk much, but I enjoy observing the little details. At first, you were so tense around her. Now you blush when she talks to you. She melts when you smile. It’s a bit odd, but sweet,” she adds, gently nudging my arm.

“Uh, no, really...” I stammer.

“It’s fine,” Lauren interrupts with a grin. “You’re both adults, but it’s pretty obvious that lately, little hearts shoot from your eyes when you look at each other. You two have intense chemistry,” she adds.

“Speaking of chemistry, did you know I wanted to be a kindergarten teacher? I love kids; now that’s where my chemistry lies,” I blurt out in a pathetic attempt to change the subject. Judging by the expression on Lauren’s face, it’s clear my effort was a miserable failure.

“What made you change your mind?” she asks, a sardonic smile playing on her lips.

I hesitate for a moment, not wanting to discuss my brother’s death with anyone, but Lauren is one of those rare people who makes it easy to bare your soul.

“I guess... after Jason’s death, I decided to somehow take on his role. I don’t know; I can’t explain it. Something inside me told me I had to study medicine,” I explain.

Lauren lifts her gaze from her plate of spaghetti, her eyes wide with surprise.

“I’m sorry. Did he study medicine?”

“He was a doctor. He was in his second year as a resident at this hospital when he died,” I reply with a sigh.

“So, you came here for him?” she asks, her mouth agape but thankfully devoid of spaghetti.

“I guess so,” I admit, shrugging.

We fall silent. For some reason, I can’t fathom talking with Lauren about Jason leaves me feeling lighter, as if she’s helped me lift a burden. I suppose my brother’s memory is a weight I need to gradually unload for my life to become more fulfilling.

“It’s like you’re continuing his legacy. How intense!” she exclaims suddenly. “And maybe you’ll find love in the process,” she adds, nudging me with her elbow and winking.

“You’re ridiculous,” I declare, rolling my eyes.

“Do you ever regret coming to this hospital?” she asks, softening her tone.

“I don’t know. I guess sometimes I do. Everything is so intense, and my hands shake every time I step into an operating room. I can’t stand it,” I confess.

“We haven’t done anything yet, just observing.”

“My brother Jason... he died here... in an operating room,” I sigh.

Lauren’s eyes widen, and her jaw drops like a cartoon character.

“Holy crap!” is all she manages to say.

“When I arrived, I wanted to specialize in surgery because that’s what my brother specialized in. Now, I’m not sure it’s for me. I often wonder if choosing that field would be a waste. I’ll never be Jason. Everyone knows it. Especially me.”

Suddenly, Lauren stands up, walks over to me, and wraps me in a long embrace. At first, my body tenses, but soon, I allow myself to relax. It’s one of those hugs that make all your problems fade away, one that screams, “I’ll always be here for you. No judgment. Always. You don’t have to be like your brother, you know?” she whispers, kissing the top of my head.

All I can do is nod and let the tears escape my eyes as Lauren holds me close, gently running her fingers through my hair.

“Find your path, Sarah. Make your own mistakes and learn from them, but follow your path, not your brother’s, okay? What specialty do you like most?”

“I guess pediatrics,” I admit. “I just love kids.”

“You’d be a fantastic pediatrician,” she agrees. “And now, I’ll step back because I don’t want Dr. Stone to get annoyed if she walks in and finds me this close to you,” she jokes, planting another kiss on my temple.




Chapter 8

Jackie Stone

I stride down the hospital hallway, cradling an enormous stuffed cat in my arms like it’s the most precious treasure in the world. People stare at me as if I’ve sprouted another head, but honestly, who cares?

Mrs. Rodriguez has been cooped up in this sterile place for far too long, and it’s clearly taking its toll on her. Just three days ago, I was responding to a text message on my phone, and she happened to catch a glimpse of Monkey, my cat.

It was love at first sight. Since then, she’s been begging me to record videos or take pictures of him to share during my rounds. So, when I saw this plush doppelganger of Monkey in a shop window, it was impossible to resist buying it for her.

I’d give anything to bring the real Monkey in for a visit so she could pet him, but I’m pretty sure the hospital has a strict “no pets” policy. In the meantime, I hope this fluffy cat brightens her day. I’ve already promised to introduce her to Monkey as soon as she gets out of here.

I burst into her room, autopilot mode fully engaged, but within two steps, my heart drops to my shoes. The bed is empty, the machines silent, and the only sign of life is a bouquet of wilting flowers perched on the windowsill, waiting to be removed.

My pulse races, and a crushing pressure clenches my chest like someone’s sitting on it. There’s only one reason for the room to be in this state – her condition must have worsened. Significantly. Dramatically. The mere thought of it feels like a gut punch, stealing my breath away.

I’d be lying if I said I didn’t have a soft spot for Mrs. Rodriguez. She has a peculiar sense of humor that can make even the grumpiest of nurses crack a smile. And the way she talks about her grandchildren... her eyes sparkling with pride. Damn it, I can’t believe this is really happening.

She’s a fighter, and I thought she’d beat her illness. I believed she’d leave the hospital, ready to conquer the world and spoil her grandkids for years to come. She had a fierce determination, like those vampires in the novels she’d devoured.

Standing in the empty room, I’m swamped with a tidal wave of guilt. I didn’t visit her yesterday. I know it wouldn’t have changed anything, but I wasn’t there for her. I try to silence that voice, but I can’t shake the feeling that, somehow, I’ve let her down.

I lean against the wall, suddenly overwhelmed by a massive sensation of helplessness. It’s not the first time one of my patients has taken a turn for the worse, and it won’t be the last... but Mrs. Rodriguez... It’s just not fair. She didn’t deserve this. It’s cruel and merciless that a being so full of love and life should be extinguished like this.

Her laughter echoes in my memory. I can almost hear her voice, her sarcastic remarks. Her vampire novels as if she were a teenager. If she were here, she’d tell me there are other patients who need me, other lives to save. She’d tell me to act like a grown woman and get back to work, because that’s what doctors do.

“Dr. Stone,” whispers Emma, one of the nurses. “She’s been moved to the ICU. Her oxygen levels have dropped dramatically, and they had to intubate her. Her family is on their way,” she adds.

“Thank you, Emma,” I whisper, averting my gaze to the wall so she can’t see the tears forming in my eyes.

I leave the room, heading to my office, and stumble upon one of the supply rooms. I sit down in the dark, clutching the stuffed cat to my chest, letting my tears flow freely. I manage a desperate, devastating, ironic smile. Sometimes life sucks, and I’m seeking comfort hugging a stuffed cat. If Mrs. Rodriguez were here, she’d laugh at me. Nothing could be more pathetic than a doctor locked in a supply room with a stuffed animal.

We’re always told that, while we should empathize with our patients, we must maintain a certain distance. It’s a fine line that allows us to keep a cool head, but sometimes, people like Mrs. Rodriguez slip through my defenses. And here I am, soaking a nameless stuffed cat’s fur with my tears.

I can’t even cry in peace, as the door opens and the light floods in when someone flips the switch. I drop the stuffed cat, which slides under one of the shelves. I crouch down, pretending to search for a box of gauze, trying not to show my swollen eyes.

“Dr. Stone?”

Great, Sarah, just what I needed.

“Are you okay?” she asks, surprised.

“Perfectly fine. What are you doing here?” I ask without looking up.

“Georgia sent me to grab two boxes of latex gloves. Jackie, are you sure you’re okay?” she insists, approaching me to gently stroke my back.

It’s the first time she’s called me Jackie.

Now all I need is a semi-believable excuse to explain why I was locked in a supply room, crying in the dark with a stuffed cat.

“Jackie?”

And my mind refuses to find that excuse to salvage my dignity, maybe because it’s too busy remembering how to breathe without sobbing.

“Jackie, are you crying?” she asks cautiously.

“Me? No,” I reply like a six-year-old with too much pride.

Sarah doesn’t say anything. Instead, she presses herself against me, wraps her arms around me, and envelops me in the most wonderful hug I can remember. The kind of hug that makes you feel like the world isn’t such a terrible place, the kind that makes your sorrows vanish as if by magic.

She presses my body against hers and wipes my tears with the back of her hand before kissing my forehead. Suddenly, I realize I’m starting to feel something more than just comfort, as if something in her has touched my nerve endings and accelerated my heart. I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t noticed how attractive she is, but this is the first time I’ve felt something so intense with her.

I try to focus on the hug, on the way it soothes my anxiety, but my stupid brain prefers to dwell on her gentle touches on my back or the softness of her neck’s skin. It’s like the most inappropriate romantic encounter in the world, but I hold my breath, afraid to spoil the magic of the moment.

And then, Sarah pulls back just enough to look into my eyes, and the air between us crackles with tension. It’s like we’re teetering on the edge of a cliff, wavering between friendship and something deeper.

“Are you feeling better?”

I’d like to tell her I’m not sure, but I don’t know how to explain that her hug has made me feel things I shouldn’t be feeling. So, I tell her the first thing that comes to mind without lying.

“Thank you, Sarah. I needed that hug,” I whisper.

She smiles, and it’s like a ray of sunshine peeking through the clouds on a gloomy day.

“Let me know when you need another hug,” she adds with a wink before leaving the supply room with her boxes of latex gloves.




Chapter 9

Sarah Taylor

I tap on the door as if it’s a live grenade, a timid knock that screams ‘Don’t explode.’ I push it open, and there she is — Jackie. She’s perched at her desk, buried under an avalanche of paperwork.

“Sarah, do you need something?” She looks up at me, eyebrows arched questioningly.

I wave the stuffed cat in the air like a flag, “I was just wondering if this is yours?”

Jackie’s eyebrows dance on her forehead, twitching with uncertainty. She opens her mouth, closes it, and opens it again. She’s a fish out of water, and I’ve thrown her in the deep end.

“Yes, it’s mine. I suppose you found it while playing hide and seek with the bandages?”

“It was playing peek-a-boo under a shelf,” I answer, trying to keep a straight face.

She releases a sigh that could inflate a hot air balloon, chews her lower lip, and raises her eyebrows.

“Listen, Sarah,” she starts, her voice a hesitant whisper, “I don’t usually go into the supply closet to have a heartfelt moment with stuffed animals, really...”

“You don’t have to explain, Jackie. I know it’s been a tough week,” I cut her off, seeing how hard it is for her to find the right words.

“But I want to,” she interrupts, a firm determination in her voice. “I bought it for Mrs. Rodriguez. It looks like the cat I have back home, and she always asks me for pictures and...well, when I went to give it to her, her room was empty. They had moved her to the ICU, and I don’t think she’ll make it.” Her voice cracks, pain etched into every syllable.

“I know you were very close to her. I’m sorry,” I say, my voice softer than a whisper.

“I was upset, so I hid in the supply closet. I know it’s not professional. I know you probably think I’ve lost it. Still, I needed a moment,” she says, standing up to walk over to me, her eyes filled with vulnerability.

“I think it makes you more human, Jackie. Not less,” I say, surprising even myself with the sincerity of my words.

Suddenly, we’re wrapped in a silence that’s as comfortable as a well-worn pair of jeans. I find myself studying her face — her full lips, the dusting of freckles on her nose, the deep blue pools of her eyes.

Without thinking, I reach out, my fingers brushing against the back of her hand. She looks up, surprised, and instinctively turns her hand, inviting me to intertwine our fingers.

She’s close enough now that I can feel the heat radiating from her body. I can see the desire in her eyes, and I can’t help but run my left hand up her side. Her breath quickens, her eyes flutter closed, her lips part slightly. Just as I’m about to lean in for a kiss, Jackie puts a hand on my chest, maintaining the distance.

“Sarah, this is highly inappropriate. I need you to leave my office, please,” she says, her voice barely a whisper.

I run a hand through my hair, nerves making me fidgety. What was I thinking? I nearly kissed my mentor in the hospital.

“Please, Sarah. Leave my office,” she insists.

“I’m really sorry, Jackie. I don’t know what came over me. I apologize, Dr. Stone,” I say, embarrassment flooding my cheeks.

I bolt from Jackie’s office, my nerves buzzing. I dodge through the labyrinth of hospital hallways, end up on the rooftop and let out a scream. It’s not just a scream. It’s more like I’m trying to exorcise a demon. A soul-shattering, eardrum-bursting, I-just-almost-kissed-my-mentor kind of scream.

“Hey, don’t tell me you’re thinking about taking a dive, little shit?” A voice interrupts my scream fest.

“Dr. Kumari, didn’t realize you were here. I, um...”

“It’s okay. I come up here sometimes. Reminds me of my old hospital back in LA. You know, when Dr. Wilson had a bad day, she’d always be up here. Miss our heart-to-hearts.”

“Wait, the head of oncology at Collins Memorial?”

“The one and only. So, if she can do it, so can you. Oh, and that ‘little shit’ thing was affectionate. Don’t go complaining to HR or anything. This place gets a little paranoid sometimes,” she adds, a smirk on her face.

I nod, unsure of how to respond. Her presence feels like a spotlight on my guilt. She’s Jackie’s best friend here, which adds another layer to my hot mess of a situation. I mumble an apology, then high-tail it out of there, leaving a puzzled Dr. Kumari in my wake.

Back in the surgery ward, I spot Lauren slipping into the break room. I follow her, my nerves jangling like a tambourine. I need to talk to someone, or I swear my head might explode, and Lauren is the only person I completely trust in this hospital.

“I need to talk to you,” I blurt out, nervously closing the door behind us.

“Holy crap, are you okay?”

“Maybe you should sit down.”

“Okay, now you’re freaking me out. What’s going on?”

“I almost kissed Jackie,” I confess without preamble.

Lauren’s mouth drops open, her eyes wide open. She stares at me like I just grew another head. Can’t say I blame her.

“Jackie? As in, Dr. Jackie Stone?”

“Yeah.”

“She’s our boss, remember?” she reminds me.

“I know.”

“I’m guessing you didn’t read the rulebook Dr. Lee handed out on day one, did you? It’s a big no-no to have a thing for your supervisor. And when I say big no-no, I mean it’s like, ‘you shall not pass’ kind of forbidden. Get it? Forbidden like chocolate at a weight loss camp. If you’re caught, both of you might as well start packing your bags.”

“I’m aware, Lauren,” I sigh.

“Well, then you’re an idiot.”

“I don’t know what happened. Honest,” I confess.

“What did she do?”

“She stopped it. But, Lauren, I swear there was desire in her eyes. I don’t know what might have happened if we were anywhere else,” I admit.

“May I ask where were you?”

“In her office.”

“Damn, girl! You’ve lost your mind!” Lauren exclaims, clutching her head dramatically. “In her office?”

“Don’t make it worse. Next time I see her, I won’t know where to hide,” I confess.

“Neither will she. I mean, it’s obvious there’s chemistry between you two, but to risk your future for a fling. I mean, how good can Dr. Stone really be in bed... Is it worth it?”

“Shut up, Lauren, this is serious,” I protest.

“Nothing happened, right? You almost kissed, but nobody saw. She’ll put the brakes on, but just in case, I’ll keep an eye out. If I see you making eyes at the boss, I will jab you in the ribs.”

“But make it a hard jab,” I joke.

“Very hard.”




Chapter 10

Sarah Taylor

Luckily, my shift doesn’t overlap with Jackie’s for a couple of days. My mind finds solace in the fantasy that Dr. Stone will conveniently forget my bold and potentially career-ending attempt to kiss her in her office.

In the meantime, us three interns, are gathered around Mr. Acker in room 505, along with Nurse Davis.

“My wife died of the flu. I guess I’ll be joining her soon,” he says with a shrug.

“The tests suggest you’ve got something a little more VIP, Mr. Acker, and we’re hoping to keep you in our exclusive club for many more years,” I reply, attempting to lift his spirits.

“You have a bicuspid aortic valve,” Eric blurts out.

Nurse Davis and I share a look of surprise. We’d agreed to ease the patient into the news. Lauren rolls her eyes and shakes her head, her expression screaming, “This guy’s a jackass, or perhaps something worse,” without uttering a single word.

“What does that mean?” Mr. Acker asks, furrowing his brow.

“Well, instead of having the standard three cusps, you’ve got two,” Eric elaborates, as if the man will understand medical jargon.

“That’s why you get tired so easily, Mr. Acker,” I explain.

“Is that better or worse than the flu?” He asks, surveying his options.

“Well, it depends,” Nurse Davis interjects, “For now, let’s say discovering this is like hitting the jackpot. They’ll run more tests this afternoon, and the heart specialists, Dr. Inés Torres and Dr. Arya Kumari, will explain further.”

“Do I need to get this valve replaced?”

“As we’ve said, that will depend on what Dr. Torres and Dr. Kumari decide,” I assure him, attempting to plaster my most comforting smile on my face.

“You’ll definitely need surgery,” Eric interjects.

Nurse Davis’ face turns red. With no additional tests done, not even a cardiologist could make such a definitive statement. Yet, here’s Eric, spouting it off with confidence, during our first year as interns.

Soon, we notice Mr. Acker’s growing nervous, which is no surprise considering the sudden prospect of heart surgery.

“We’re going to get you a sedative, okay, Mr. Acker?” I ask. “Eric, could you please ask the nurses?”

“Let Georgia do it. She’s one of them,” Eric dismisses, ignoring my request.

Lauren’s eyes widen at his response, and I shoot him a look that could melt steel. But for the sake of our patient, I don’t say anything. Georgia, however, can’t hold back. Nurse Davis ushers us out of Mr. Acker’s room, visibly furious, and that’s the end of our morning rounds.

“What on earth are you up to, Eric?” I vent the moment we enter the break room. “I swear, I’m counting down the days to the next rotation, so I don’t have to see your face.”

“Our supervisor deserves respect, you know,” Lauren chimes in, siding with me. “Keep this up, and we’ll all be booted from this intern program.”

“She’s just a nurse. Nurses are a step down from doctors,” Eric retorts, his fingers dancing across his phone screen with such nonchalance.

“And there he goes again. We have different roles, and we’re interns for crying out loud! Can’t you get that drilled into your head?” I retort, anger seeping into my tone.

“Screw both of you,” he snaps, abruptly rising from the table and storming out of the room. What an absolute idiot.

***

Thanks to our ever-so-charming colleague, we have a morning free from medical visits. So, we spend it in the most unglamorous way possible —in the hospital cafeteria. Who needs posh restaurants when you can indulge in watered-down coffee and grease-soaked sandwiches?

Soon, our favorite topic resurfaces because nothing bonds two people better than a shared nemesis.

“I can’t believe how much of a jerk that guy is,” I grumble. “Just because his dad’s a renowned surgeon doesn’t mean he’ll be one too.”

“He’s insufferable,” Lauren agrees. “But deep down, I think it’s just insecurity. He’s like a big kid, feels inadequate, and compensates by being a jerk.”

“Do you think so? I thought he was trying to impress you to score a date,” I joke. “Maybe that’s his flirtation strategy. He’s just terrible at it.”

Our various potshots at Eric fuel nearly an hour of laughter, until we decide to check back in the break room to see if Georgia has cooled off and will permit us to make one final round of visits.

As I’m about to enter, Lauren tugs my elbow, signaling me to halt. The door is slightly ajar, and there’s Eric, phone in hand, his face almost pale as he talks to someone.

He’s perched on the couch, hunched over as if auditioning for the Hunchback of Notre Dame. His knee bounces as if he’s consumed too much caffeine.

“I know, Dad,” he concedes, lowering his head.

I exchange a glance with Lauren, and she raises her eyebrows. We know we shouldn’t eavesdrop like we’re seven-year-old girls. But it’s Eric, after all. Sometimes, I question whether he’s a normal human being or some botched experiment his family clinic wants to keep under wraps.

“Last week, I worked nearly seventy hours, Dad,” he complains. “You want more? I don’t know where I’ll find time to study. I can’t keep up. You know I don’t have a good memory.”

He falls silent for a long while, probably listening to his father’s monologue.

“What do you think he’s saying?” Lauren whispers, as if we’re two CIA agents tailing our mark.

“Looks like a tense conversation,” I observe, raising my eyebrows.

“I need you to pull some strings to reduce my work hours, Dad. I swear I can’t keep up. I don’t know how my colleagues manage, but I can’t,” he admits, pleading with his father as if he was a little boy.

As Eric falls silent again, wary of interrupting his father’s conversation, I feel a pang of sympathy for the first time.

We can’t hear the other side of the conversation, but Eric’s words ring clear and loud in our ears. It’s clear his father lacks faith in his abilities. I know it’s no excuse for his behavior. Still, perhaps there’s a human being lurking beneath those repulsive layers of arrogance. Well, that might be stretching it a bit.




Chapter 11

Jackie Stone

As I step into the quaint Brooklyn café, I find Sarah already there. She’s sitting by the window, her profile silhouetted against the morning light. A lump forms in my throat, partly nerves, partly... something else. After our almost-kiss in my office a few days ago, thinking straight around her has become my Everest. It’s crucial we have this conversation before we find ourselves elbow-deep in someone else’s abdomen this afternoon.

“Thanks for meeting me, Sarah,” I say, sliding into the seat across from her. “Today’s a big day. You’ll be stepping into the OR without your two wingmen.”

Her eyes widen, “Is everything okay?”

“Well... it’s complicated,” I admit, letting out a sigh.

“Complicated?”

“Yes, complicated. As in, can we avoid a replay of the office scene from a few days ago?” I arch an eyebrow in question.

Her cheeks flush a pretty shade of pink, and she bites her lower lip, a nervous tell I’ve come to adore.

“Dr. Stone... I...”

“Call me Jackie,” I interject. “Before you go on, I want to say that I don’t blame you. If anything, I should bear the brunt of it. I’m your supervisor, and I should’ve put the brakes on things before they got... heated.”

“It’s okay, I...”

I rub the back of my neck, grappling for the right words, “The hospital’s policy is clear, Sarah. Anything more than a professional relationship with an intern is strictly off-limits. It’s for...”

“To prevent favoritism and abuses, I know,” she cuts me off.

“So, you understand we can’t let it happen again?” I ask, leaning slightly toward her.

“Yes,” she sighs, “Just answer one thing.”

“What?”

“Did you feel something in that moment?”

“Sarah...”

“I need to know, Jackie,” she insists, placing her palm up on the table.

“Yes, I felt more than I should have,” I confess, taking her hand. “But there are rules. Maybe if there weren’t... if things were different...”

I can’t finish the sentence. I swallow hard, tracing her knuckles with my thumb, my pulse racing.

“I want to be a doctor. I won’t jeopardize your career or mine. You can be sure of that,” she assures me, squeezing my hand lightly. Suddenly, a soft smile plays on her lips. “Although you make it quite hard sometimes, Dr. Jacqueline Stone.”

“The feeling’s mutual, trust me,” I confess, letting out a relieved chuckle and giving her hand a final squeeze before letting go. “So, we continue as intern and supervisor? Can you do that?”

“Can you, Jackie?” she teases, tilting her head.

I close my eyes and let out a sigh. The mere timbre of my name dancing on her lips sends shudders down my spine. But there’s a line in the sand drawn with the unyielding stick of professionalism. A line I can’t cross, no matter how my body reacts each time I catch a glimpse of Sarah Taylor.

“Sarah,” I begin, the corners of my mouth twitching upwards in a smirk, “You should know that you’re special to me. You’ve been since day one, even though I can’t exactly run around the hospital halls shouting it. I have no doubt you’ll make an incredible doctor. You’ve got all you need for it.”

“To spreading wings and soaring as a doctor,” she replies, raising her coffee mug as if toasting to a future full of promise.

***

Sarah trails me into the OR. Dr. Lee decided each of the three rotating interns get a one-on-one with me in a simple surgery. It’s all for the noble cause of hands-on training. I can’t help but smile. Even with her scrubs on and hidden behind a blue mask, she still takes my breath away.

Get it together, Jackie! You’re here to operate and instruct, not moon over an intern, I remind myself.

“Today, we’re doing a simple appendectomy,” I announce, pointing to the patient on the operating table. “I’ll guide you through each step. Your job is to watch, assist if needed, and shoot any questions you have my way. Don’t hold back out of fear of distraction. I’m used to it.”

Sarah nods and takes her place beside me. I make the first incision, narrating the procedure as I go.

“We start with a small cut here, through the abdominal wall. Notice the peritoneum, that thin membrane we slice to access the abdominal cavity.”

I continue the play-by-play of the surgery. The slick sound of the retractor keeping the incision open is a familiar symphony by now. The antiseptic odor masks the natural scent of an open abdomen. Sarah’s laser-focused, bombarding me with questions. Her thorough prep is evident, allowing me to concentrate on the task at hand.

“There you have it. The appendix is free,” I explain, “Now, we need to rinse, check for any bleeding, and close. Any questions?”

Sarah shakes her head.

“Your turn. You can close with the final sutures.”

“Are you... sure?” she asks, her eyes wide with surprise and anticipation.

“Absolutely. You’re ready,” I reassure her. “I’ll guide you. Take it slow and steady, just like you’ve been trained. You’ll do great. Plus, you’ll give this kid a cool scar to show off at school.”

Sarah takes a deep breath and begins to suture. As she works, I watch and guide when necessary, a strange sense of pride swelling in my chest. She’s a natural, her hands steady and confident.

“And... done,” she breathes out.

She ties off the last stitch and straightens, her gaze meeting mine. Although her mask hides most of her face, her eyes say it all. Joy and awe. Pride and determination. The satisfaction of a job well done. I remember that feeling well.

“Well done, Dr. Taylor.”

We never call them doctors in their first internship year. It’s one of Dr. Lee’s tactics to keep their egos in check. But right now, seeing her beam over her first sutures in an OR, it feels right. The sparkle in her eyes is indescribable.

“Thank you,” she whispers in the changing room, “For everything. And Jackie?”

“Yes?”

“Thank God for the promise I made this morning that nothing would happen between us because right now, I’d do anything you ask,” she adds with a wink, leaving the room and me with shaky knees.




Chapter 12

Jackie Stone  

“Done. She’s gone. Forever.” The news hits me like a truckload of bricks. Mrs. Rodríguez is no more. She’s not coming back.

I stare at the empty bed that cradled her frail body until a couple of days ago. Absentmindedly, I dig my index fingernail into my thumb until the skin peels. They had moved her to the ICU to try and stabilize her.

The plan was for her to receive palliative care at home, to die in an intimate setting surrounded by loved ones. After all, no one dreams of dying in a hospital ICU. But poor Mrs. Rodríguez never got that chance. Her body did what it could to resist, but everything has a limit.

I shudder at the thought of her agony. The cancer had been relentless, spreading its vile claws throughout her body. I knew this was inevitable when I operated on her, but nothing prepares you for it. You always cling to a possible miracle. My only comfort is that she was so sedated the last two days of her life that she would have been barely aware of anything.

“Hey.”

The sound of a soft voice behind me interrupts my reverie. I wipe away the tears with the back of my hand before turning to see Sarah beside me.

“How are you holding up?” she asks, her voice dropping to a whisper.

I can only respond with a choked sigh while she rubs my back to comfort me.

“What happened?”

“Mrs. Rodríguez,” I mutter through gritted teeth, feeling a pang of pain in my chest.

Sarah just sighs. She opens her arms and wraps me in a tender hug while continuing to stroke my back. And I swear, there’s something about this girl’s hugs that makes the world fade away around you. I don’t even worry that the door is open, and it’s probably weird that my intern is hugging me like this.

“I can’t get her out of my head,” I sob. “I know there was nothing more that could be done, but I had grown so fond of her... I keep thinking that I have failed her.”

“She wasn’t even your patient. You merely removed a well-advanced tumor and came to visit her, but she belonged to the oncology department,” she reminds me.

“I know. Still, I can’t help it,” I confess, burying my face in her neck to continue crying.

“When my brother Jason passed away, it was as if a piece of me had been ripped out. The devastation I felt upon realizing he was gone forever is indescribable. Devastation intertwined with anger,” she explains, and my whole body tenses at the mention of Jason Taylor’s name.

“It’s natural. He was your brother.”

“Even so, the anger fueled me and generated a strange feeling of guilt. I was only eighteen years old, so I extended that guilt to everyone. Against him for losing control of the car in the rain, against myself, I don’t even know why. Against the universe for allowing it. Against you. You have no idea how much I came to hate you.”

“I understand,” I sigh.

“I suppose what I’m trying to tell you is that that feeling did not disappear until I realized that, deep down, it was no one’s fault. It was a combination of circumstances, a juxtaposition of bad luck situations that came together for Jason to die that day. It took me years to understand that. The sooner you remind yourself that nothing more could be done for her, the better,” she adds, kissing my temple.

“Thank you,” I whisper, the words barely audible.

“Last week, when we almost kissed in your office, I went up to the rooftop and ran into your friend, Arya. She told me Dr. Wilson, the head of oncology at Collins Memorial, used to go up there and scream when things went wrong, and she needed to vent. Want to give it a shot?”

Slowly, I lift my head and give her a puzzled look. The idea seems absurd, but I’m fresh out of other options. However, before I can even voice my objections, Sarah pulls me towards the rooftop, brushing off my protests.

“This is ridiculous. I just want to go home, Sarah. It’s been a long day,” I confess with a sigh, leaning against the railing.

“That’s exactly why you need this. Scream!” she orders. “Scream as loud as you can!”

“That’s foolish,” I protest, shaking my head slowly.

“It’s not. Scream,” she insists.

To my surprise, Sarah lets out a loud shriek that sends a flock of pigeons scattering in all directions.

“See? Now you. Join me.”

Together, we scream at the top of our lungs. It’s a good thing we’re alone because anyone watching would surely think we’d lost our minds.

“How do you feel?” Sarah asks when we finally exhaust our lungs.

“I still feel like crap,” I admit.

“You’re human,” she reminds me, standing behind me and pressing her body against mine.

“Some days, I wish I weren’t,” I sigh, looking out over the endless city lights. “It would be so much easier if I could just switch off my emotions, not get attached to any patients. I specialize in general surgery, so patient deaths are rare, but every time I lose one, it feels like a punch in the gut.”

“You have a big heart, you connect with them, and that’s beautiful,” she reassures me. “It makes you an extraordinary doctor, even if it means you feel each loss more deeply.”

“I don’t know how Arya handles it. In cardiac surgery, they lose far more patients,” I admit.

“Cuddles and sex.”

“What?”

“Dr. Kumari told me the other day. Cuddles and sex. When she loses a patient, she needs a whole night of cuddling, and she says her hormones skyrocket once she starts feeling better. It’s fascinating,” Sarah adds.

“Arya’s hormones are always skyrocketing,” I joke, rolling my eyes.

“But it’s not a bad idea, if you think about it,” she suddenly says.

I lift my head in surprise, caught off guard by her suggestion, and find her gaze fixed on mine.

“I mean just the cuddling part,” she quickly clarifies, her cheeks slightly reddened, “though I wouldn’t mind the other part,” she adds in a whisper.

Her eyes linger on my lips, and she takes a deep breath, quickening my pulse. I close my eyes and bite my lower lip, struggling to control my desire, but Sarah’s whisper shatters my last defenses.

“Do it already, damn it, before you change your mind,” she sighs, pushing my body against the railing and sliding her thigh between my legs before kissing me.

I wrap my hands around her neck, losing myself in the softness of her lips, the way the tip of her tongue explores mine, the pressure her thigh exerts on me as I sway against it. In her soft moans muted in my mouth.

“Damn it, Sarah, we can’t... if someone sees us...” I protest.

“Shh.”

Sarah silences me with another kiss, and all I can do is part my lips and close my eyes as I sigh.

“Stop thinking and just feel. Only feel,” she repeats as her hands trace slow circles on my back. “Let the rest of the world deal with its ridiculous rules. We both need this. Stay here, with me. Just you. Just this.”

Each of her words pierces my weak protests, and for a few moments, I give in to a wonderful kiss. One of those kisses that make you forget everything. The world around us disappears, and it’s just Sarah and me. The brush of our lips, her hands on my back, her thigh pressing into me.

“Enough, please. This is too dangerous, Sarah,” I protest, placing a hand on her chest to push her away before running off the rooftop like a scared little girl.




Chapter 13

Sarah Taylor

It’s a peculiar sensation, focusing on the precision of a scalpel slicing through a patient’s body while harboring a wildly inappropriate wish for those same skilled fingers to wander elsewhere on mine.

My concentration is shot. My mind keeps drifting back to that rooftop kiss. To the delicate texture of Jackie’s lips, the soft murmurs of pleasure, the way the world seemed to pause as we locked lips.

I shake my head, trying to banish the thoughts. I’m in an operating room, for goodness sake. I should be learning, not daydreaming about peeling off my supervisor’s scrubs and making her lose herself in ecstasy. But every time I see Jackie, my heart stages a mutiny.

Two days have passed since that afternoon, and we’ve not spoken. Again, she’s avoiding me like we’re in some schoolyard drama. I know I promised it wouldn’t happen. I’m aware we’re both risking a lot. But come on, we’re grown-ups. Grown-ups talk things out.

During surgery, Jackie is the epitome of cool professionalism. Even during a private one-on-one operation, she keeps her game face on. Still, I catch her stealing glances at me, a melancholic smile playing on her lips. And in those moments, I’m lost in the memory of that kiss again.

I can’t deny it any longer: I’m head over heels for Jackie Stone. Her quick wit, sharp intellect, and genuine goodness leave me breathless. The way she looks at me sets my pulse on a wild sprint.

If I’m honest, I’d love nothing more than to throw the hospital’s rules out the window and strip her down on the nearest flat surface. Heck, I don’t even need a flat surface. Just the stripping part would do. Being around her without being able to act on my feelings is like a sweet torture. It’s like dying of thirst with a bottle of water in sight, but just out of reach.   

Jackie exerts an undeniable pull on me. But, of course, the universe loves to complicate things. As if explaining to my mother that I’ve fallen in love with the woman she blames for my brother’s death wasn’t tricky enough, relationships between interns and doctors are strictly forbidden.

From a theoretical standpoint, I get it. They can create power imbalances, lead to favoritism, or even cases where the supervising doctor exploits the intern. I know Jackie would never do either, but rules are rules. And they’re killing me.

Lost in my thoughts, I’m about to step onto the subway when a voice makes my heart skid to a stop.

“Sarah, wait!”

Jackie approaches, her face serious, and my legs turn to jelly.

“Headed home?” she asks, stuffing her hands into her jean’s pockets, trying to sound nonchalant.

I slowly nod.

“Do you mind if we ride together for a bit?”

“I guess we have to talk at some point,” I admit with a shrug.

But neither of us does for the first two stops on the line.

“Well, are you going to say something or not?” I finally burst out, unable to bear it any longer.

“I was about to ask you the same thing.”

“Right, but you’re supposed to be the adult here.”

“We both are.”

“You know what I mean, Jackie. But fine, I have to say it or I’ll go crazy, or my head will explode, I don’t know. I can’t stop thinking about you,” I blurt it out.

Best to do these things like ripping off a band-aid. Quick and painful.

Jackie looks at me as though I’m some fascinating specimen. She stays silent, and for a moment, I fear she won’t speak until we reach my stop. And then, she does.

“Neither can I,” she sighs, her breath catching in the quiet of the subway car.

“Sorry, what?” I ask, taken aback by her sudden confession.

“I... I can’t stop thinking about you either, Sarah,” Jackie repeats, her voice barely above a whisper.

Jackie’s breath has quickened. It’s as if she’s just run a marathon or, more aptly, confessed to a crime. My heart is pounding so hard that I can barely notice any other details about her state.

Her gaze drifts to my right hand, resting idly on my lap, and with almost ceremonial slow motion, she reaches out to intertwine her pinky with mine. It’s a small act but it feels like a declaration of love. On our silence, the status quo, and whatever the hell has been happening between us.

Our eyes meet, and I can’t help but get lost in those cobalt oceans. The subway line is long enough that we could sit in this delicious tension for at least forty-five more minutes, if neither of us decides to disembark.

Who initiates the kiss, I can’t tell. Maybe it’s mutual. Either way, our lips brush against each other—a swift, trembling touch. It’s soft but leaves me shaking like I’ve just had a shot of adrenaline.

When we pull apart, a sigh escapes my lips.

“We can’t,” she whispers, the pain in her voice echoing my own.

“Just one date, Jackie. Please. Away from the hospital, away from prying eyes. Just one,” I beg, gripping her hand in mine.

Jackie looks at our intertwined fingers, her resolve crumbling like a sandcastle against relentless waves.

“One date,” she sighs. “To exorcise whatever this is... Then we go back to normal,” she promises, her gaze piercing into mine. “Deal?”

“I know this food truck festival in Williamsburg tomorrow. Loads of food, live music. It’s far enough from the hospital that no one will recognize us. We can blend into the crowd and...”

“You don’t need to sell me on it,” she interrupts, tapping my nose with her index finger. “I’ll see you tomorrow in Williamsburg.”

The subway screeches to a halt at my stop. I lean in for a quick kiss and a playful wink.

“See you tomorrow, Jackie,” I say, grinning like the Cheshire cat.




Chapter 14

Jackie Stone 

The moment I show up, Sarah pops out from the crowd. My heart takes off running, only to trip and nosedive as I remember the can of worms I’m about to crack open.

“Almost thought you’d chickened out,” she greets, tapping her wristwatch with an accusatory finger.

“My bad.”

I decide not to confess that my lateness comes from trying on every single piece of clothing I own. Several times over.

“I couldn’t pass up the chance to taste weird food at sky-high prices, right?” I joke.

“You’re such an idiot! Where’s your sense of adventure and risk?” She playfully jabs my arm.

Risk... yeah, we’ve got that in spades on this date.

At first, I’m tense, my eyes constantly scanning for any familiar faces. But soon, Sarah’s enthusiasm begins to rub off, and I let myself go with the flow. Every new food find ignites excitement in her eyes. We walk hand-in-hand, chatting while we sample a plethora of specialties.

I choose not to focus on the danger we flirt with each time our lips nearly touch. I decide to live as if each moment is the last, memorizing every detail for when we can’t do it anymore.

A band starts to play a slow jam, and Sarah’s eyes light up.

“Dance?” She extends her hand.

Without a second thought, I wrap my arms around her waist like we’ve danced a thousand times before. She grins at me, grounding me in a way I can’t articulate, and we lose ourselves in the rhythm.

Sarah rests her head on my shoulder, sighs deeply, and beams at me. In that moment, the world around us blurs. A new kiss, both a sanctuary and a pledge. An eternal instant.

“That kiss was...”

“Totally unprofessional on our part,” I chime in.

She closes her eyes and chuckles, shaking her head.

“Can you just let loose for one night?” she whispers in my ear. “I was going to say perfect,” she adds.

As the song wraps up, we plunge back into the culinary wilderness of the food trucks. We’re like two food explorers, adventuring into the uncharted territories of New York’s finest street food. A sensory storm of flavors and cultures.

As darkness creeps in, neither of us are ready to call it a night. It’s as if we’re under a spell, desperately clinging to magical moments that slip through our fingers with each passing minute.

“Feel like hitting up Area 53 Park?” she suggests.

“For real?”

“Nothing screams romance like an amusement park,” she teases.

As we step in, Sarah insists we make a beeline for the skating rink. My protests about not having skated since I was a kid fall on deaf ears.

“I’ll teach you. It’ll be a blast,” she assures me before kissing my cheek.

On the rink, Sarah glides smoothly, almost floating, while I struggle along, clinging to the railings.

“Just let go and lean forward a bit,” she shouts, grabbing my hand to help me balance.

After a few spills, which Sarah finds downright hilarious, I finally manage to stay upright, though I’m certain my rear will be voicing its complaints tomorrow.

“Told ya you could do it,” she whispers as we return our skates.

“Thanks. For everything, for this wonderful night, for not taking no for an answer. For pushing the envelope. I haven’t had this much fun since... I can’t even remember when,” I sigh, pressing a kiss to her temple.

“We should do this again. Maybe next time we could try rock climbing or hit the arcade games,” she suggests.

“I thought we agreed that there wouldn’t be a next time,” I remind her, a pang of pain piercing my heart at the sound of my own words.

“We’ll come as friends, then,” she counters, a wink punctuating her sentence.

I nod, but my heart sinks at the reminder that this can’t last. I try to cradle each second, sear it into my memory, but each glance at the clock and the relentless march of time makes my eyes well up.

“What are you, Cinderella? Need to be home before midnight?” she teases, catching me checking the time for the umpteenth time.

“I just don’t want this night to end, that’s all,” I confess, shrugging and letting out a long sigh.

“You got something against having sex on the first date?”

“What?”

“You heard me, Jackie. Let’s go to your place,” Sarah proposes, leaning in to nibble on my earlobe.

And with my legs feeling like jelly, I raise my hand to hail from the line of yellow cabs. Because who needs Cinderella’s carriage when you can call a taxi?

***

We walk silently up the stairs to my apartment, my hands shaking as I reach for the door’s key. As we enter, Sarah clings to me. She kisses my neck, panting excitedly, and I can’t help but let out a long sigh of surrender.

Hands on my hips, she pushes me against the living room wall, spreading my legs with her knee as she bites my earlobe. I freeze as she tugs lightly on my mane to tilt my neck before licking it with the tip of her tongue. I practically forget to breathe, as if I need to focus all my attention on that precise moment.

I caress her cheek with my thumb, moaning as I rub my sex over her thigh. Sarah slides a hand under my shirt, tugging up my bra in search of my breasts.

“Where is your bedroom?” she whispers, making me shiver.




Chapter 15

Jackie Stone 

“Take off your clothes,” Sarah demands as we stride into the bedroom.

“Excuse me?”

“Come on! Strip!” She insists, “I’m sure you can understand that.”

I shrug and do as she says, all the while noticing that she has yet to take off any clothing.

A chill runs through me as I stand exposed in front of Sarah. Her fingers move slowly across my skin, her gaze meeting mine in a moment that feels both intimate and gentle. I feel my heartbeat quicken and my chest tighten as I notice the unmistakable desire in my intern’s gaze.

“Do you like being tied up, Dr. Stone?” She breathes into my ear, her fingertips grazing my pubic region.

“Shit” I sigh.

“I’ll take that as a yes.”

Next, she steps over to my wardrobe and retrieves a silk scarf, coming back toward me with it.

“You’re really blushing now, you know that?” she says playfully.

“What are you going to do with that?”

Sarah speaks softly, “I said it before — I’m going to tie your hands, and then you can’t move until I tell you so. I’ll tease you, touch your nipples, then fuck you. Can you handle it?”

All I can do is nod my head in agreement. I’ve never been tied up before, but for Sarah, it appears to be second nature. I must admit that the thought of it excites me. A lot.

“Your safe word will be “code red” as if you were at a hospital in an emergency situation.”

“Do I need a safe word?” I ask nervously.

“I won’t hurt you, but at some point, the stimulation may be too intense for you to handle. Using the safe word will bring everything to a halt immediately, and no questions will be asked.” She trails her index finger down the nape of my neck, sending ripples of shivers through my body. “Now,” she breathes into my ear, “place your hands behind your back.”

My body quivers as I do what Sarah requests, and the silk scarf circles my wrists. It isn’t pulled too tight, so I know I could free myself if I wanted to. Even so, my skin is covered in a sheen of perspiration.

Sarah stands behind me, her breasts pressing against my back as she moves my hair aside to gently kiss the back of my neck.

An unfamiliar feeling of nervous anticipation washes over me. Every inch of my skin is primed for the slightest sensation, be it a whisper, the brush of her fingertips, or anything else she may desire. I’m ready for whatever comes next.

Sarah steps closer to me. Her delicate fingertips grace my face, lightly gliding across my cheeks until she trails down my neck to trace the shape of my tits.

I close my eyes and sigh in anticipation. My nipples painfully hard, yearning for her touch or the warmth of her tongue.

Her lips touch my ear, and I can feel her breath, hot and sweet against my skin. “Are you turned on?” she asks as her teeth lightly graze my neck.

“Sarah, please don’t leave any marks on me,” I remind her. The last thing I need is to explain a hickey when I show up for work at the hospital on Monday.

The only response I get is her fingertips circling my areola. Sarah smiles, not quite touching my nipples, driving me crazy with desire.

“I knew you were so sensitive,” she hisses, raising her eyebrows and biting her lower lip.

The moment her touch brushes across my nipples, I can’t help but let out a loud groan. Her soft touch is like a release for me, finally giving me the pleasure I so deeply desired. She slowly drags her hand up and down along them, as if she was using a feather. This gentle caress manages to make me quiver from my head all the way down to my toes.

Soon, those same fingers trace imaginary patterns on my belly, creating a gentle swirl of motion around my navel before sliding down to stroke my pubic area with such tenderness that I can hardly bear it.

“I need it, Sarah,” I sigh.

She doesn’t answer, just slips a hand between my legs, as if she wants to check how aroused I am. Then she brings her fingers to her mouth, closing her eyes with a soft purr.

“Fuck, Sarah,” I protest.

“We have all night.”

I contemplate using the safe word, as this slowness is driving me mad with longing. All of my senses crave her, and I want to taste her body, kiss her sex, and feel her fingers deep within me. Still, part of me is curious to push forward. The bondage play is definitely turning me on.

Suddenly, she drops to her knees behind me, lightly stroking my backside before gently nipping it. The sensation causes me to jolt from the unexpected stimulation.

“Remember, we have a safe word if you need it,” Sarah points out.

“Will I need it?” I ask nervously, my voice barely audible.

“I don’t know,” Sarah replies, licking the underside of my right buttock as she slips a finger between my legs.

My moans of pleasure fill the air as her palm slides between my thighs. Her fingertips graze my clit while her teeth or tongue tease my buttocks, and an overwhelming mix of sensations takes over. I almost feel like I’m going to explode with pleasure, yet somehow, I know this is just the beginning.

I moan as Sarah penetrates me. She kneels in front of me, stroking my clit with her thumb every time she thrusts into me. Her little finger then snakes between my buttocks, heightening the pleasure almost unbearable. I feel like I’m about to faint.

“Code red! Code red!” I squeak, trying to keep my balance.

“Fuck, Jackie! Really?” she protests.

Sarah grins, eyes twinkling as she shakes her head in amusement. When she withdraws her fingers from my sex, a void washes over me that I can barely bring myself to handle.

“Let’s keep going in bed,” she proposes in a soft whisper, releasing my restraints and beginning to remove her clothes.




Chapter 16

Sarah Taylor 

“If you’re planning on making breakfast every day wearing nothing but a kitchen apron, you can stick around forever,” Jackie teases. She sidles up behind me, brushing aside my hair to kiss the nape of my neck.

“Keep that up, and the toast is going to burn,” I counter, a note of warning in my voice. “How about you make the coffee and keep those wandering hands to yourself? You’re like a handsy octopus.” I swat away her hands that have snuck under my apron, playfully chastising her for the familiar caress.

Soon, the alluring scent of bacon and freshly brewed coffee fills the kitchen. I notice Jackie unabashedly eyeing me up and down from the corner of my eye.

“Do you always wake up this... enthusiastic?” I ask, rolling my eyes for dramatic effect.

Jackie grins, biting her lower lip and blushing. It’s a sight I adore. Last night was amazing, far better than I ever imagined. Her body is so responsive to every touch and kiss. It’s a real ego boost. The soft moans she lets slip when she’s excited are almost enough to send me over the edge just listening to them.

I try hard to not dwell on the fact that this was agreed upon as a one-time date. Long, but one date, nonetheless. Come Monday, when we’re back at the hospital, Jackie will return to being my supervisor and I, her intern. This fairy tale I’ve spun in my mind will dissipate like a morning mist. But that’s Monday. Today, I plan to savor every moment with her; worries be damned.

“Better this way?” I ask, shrugging off the apron and leaving nothing to the imagination as we sit down for breakfast.

Jackie leans in to kiss me, her bare foot stroking my ankle under the table as she sips her coffee. I try to relish every bite, every sip, searing the details into my memory. The morning light filtering through the curtains, her tousled hair. Each moment is a fleeting gift, too precious not to remember. It’s as if a part of me wants to stay here forever.

While doing the dishes, Jackie stills, her gaze distant. Suddenly, she turns towards me, her soapy hands cradling my face, and kisses me with an urgency that borders on despair.

Pulling back, she sighs. She doesn’t say anything, but her expression speaks volumes. The impending separation due to stupid staff policies hurts her as much as it hurts me.

“Thanks for all of this,” she murmurs.

“Jackie,” I start, my voice trembling slightly, “When would it be completely acceptable for us to be together?”

“After you finish your intern rotations and then your residency. As long as I’m your supervisor, it’s not allowed,” she replies, the words hitting like a cold bucket of water.

“That’s a long time,” I whisper.

“It is,” she confirms.

She places her hand on the table, palm up, waiting for mine. I attempt a smile that refuses to reach my lips, as our fingers intertwine.

“This is going to be a problem, you know?” she says, raising an eyebrow.

“Why’s that?”

“Too much temptation. I’m going to struggle to resist,” she confesses.

“Don’t. Don’t resist.”

“Sarah,” she sighs, her face contorting into a pained expression, “You know the consequences.”

“Arya is the head of surgery. You two are really close. She won’t object,” I retort.

“But above her is the Human Resources department, at least in these kinds of situations. Even among colleagues, we’re required to inform them. With an intern, it’s off-limits. I’m your supervisor,” she reminds me.

Just as I’m about to respond, even though I don’t have any strong arguments to offer, my phone rings. It’s a call from my mother, who seems to have a knack for calling at the worst possible moments.

“What is it, Mom?” I answer, my tone less than enthusiastic.

“Did you get up on the wrong side of the bed? I just wanted to see how you were and when you planned on coming home.”

Lately, she’s been very interested in my hospital training. So much so it feels like she’s forgotten who my supervisor is.

“Oh.”

“What?”

“Nothing, Mom. Just almost dropped a plate,” I lie, signaling Jackie not to get near my clit again while I’m on the phone.

“Your date went well, I assume?”

“Yes,” I reply, not wanting to divulge any more details.

“Do you want another coffee? I’m making one for myself.”

“Yes, thanks, Jackie,” I say, grinning.

“Jackie?”

“Damn.”

“Did you say Jackie?” my mother’s voice raises in surprise.

“Mom...”

“Jackie... as in Dr. Jackie Stone?” she continues, “Are you with that... woman?”

“Mom, please...” I’m at a loss for words, my main concern being to cover the phone’s speaker so my mother’s words don’t echo in the room.

“Of all the people in a city as big as New York, you’re involved with that...fucking bitch?”   

“Mom! Seriously!” I exclaim, aghast at her words. It wasn’t like her to be so abrasive, not even during my rebellious teenage years.

Jackie inches towards me, her face pale as snow. I raise a finger to signal her to hold on a moment and, for the love of all things holy, to remain silent. The last thing I need is for my mom to hear her voice and become even more agitated.

“Mom, you need to take it down a notch,” I say, moving the phone a little from my ear to spare my eardrums from her yelling.

“Take it down a notch? How am I supposed to do that when my own daughter is having sex with the woman responsible for her brother’s death? Is this how you honor Jason’s memory?” she snaps.

“Mom, Jackie isn’t responsible for his death. You need to let it go, alright? What happened to Jason wasn’t her fault; it was a stroke of bad luck. It was raining cats and dogs, he lost control of the car, collided head-on, he went into the operating room with a shattered skull. Don’t blame her,” I retort, my whole body trembling like a leaf in the wind.

“That bitch has already taken one of my children from me, and I won’t let her take advantage of my daughter,” she shrieks.

“Mom, what the hell are you talking about?” I protest.

Luckily, for my sanity’s sake, my mother hangs up, abruptly ending a conversation that has dampened what was the best weekend in recent memory.

“Damn it!” I huff, tossing my phone onto the table.

“What a mess! I’m sorry,” Jackie murmurs, kissing my forehead softly.

“I can’t believe this.”

“She still hates me,” Jackie states, shaking her head slowly in disbelief.

“I can’t get it through her thick skull. She still insists it was all your fault. I’m sorry, Jackie, really. I’ve messed everything up. I...”

“I get it,” she admits, running a hand through her hair.

“You get it? Jackie, it wasn’t anyone’s fault.”

“But I was in charge of that surgery. Your brother died under my watch. Ten years later, that image still haunts me in my dreams, Sarah. I can’t even begin to imagine what it’s like for a mother. It makes sense that she hates me. To her, I took her son away.”

“Jackie, please, don’t do this. Between my mother and you blaming yourself, this is too much.”

“I’m not blaming myself, but I understand your mother.”

I lean back in the chair and look up at the ceiling in despair. Jackie looks defeated as the situation spirals out of our control.

“Damn it. Listen to me!” I insist, guiding her chin with my fingers so she looks at me. “My mother is behaving like a total moron. I love my mother and…”

I can’t finish the sentence, because the next words would be… “and I love you.”

“I think it’s important that you two make peace with the past. I’m leaving, Jackie. I’ll give you some space to think. I’ll see you tomorrow at the hospital,” I say, getting up.

She lowers her gaze, only a stifled sob breaking the silence. She doesn’t say a word to persuade me to stay. Not a single gesture indicating that I should. Nothing. She just sits there at the kitchen table. Her gaze is lost as a dagger pierces my heart, breaking it into a thousand pieces.




Chapter 17

Sarah Taylor 

“She’s going into anaphylactic shock!” Georgia’s voice pierces the quiet as we enter one of the rooms for a routine check.

I sprint alongside her; my heart feels like running a marathon. There’s no time to call for assistance. Her airway is closing up, and without immediate action, she’ll suffocate.

“Epinephrine, now!” I command.

Georgia hands me a syringe. The patient’s eyes are wide with fear, her hands wrapped around her throat, leaving angry red marks. We prepare the injection, a silent prayer on our lips. Georgia quickly scans her medical history but finds no record of allergies.

“Prepare 0.6 ml,” I instruct.

“Wait, 0.6, Sarah?” Georgia questions, her voice shaky.

“For children, it’s 0.1 ml for every 20 pounds. Her records say she’s 130 pounds,” I explain, perplexed as to why she’s questioning me now.

“Look at her, Sarah! She’s nine, no more than 65 pounds tops,” Georgia protests.

“But her records say...”

“I don’t care what the records say. That girl doesn’t weigh 130 pounds,” Georgia insists.

Her words make me pause. I glance between the child, the medical record, and back. Georgia is right. She can’t possibly weigh 130 pounds. Georgia’s gaze is impatient, the girl’s breathing is labored, and her lips are turning blue.

“0.3 ml. Let’s start with that,” I concede finally.

I administer the injection, and a sigh of relief escapes my lips. Soon, the medication takes effect, and the girl’s breathing stabilizes, color returning to her face. One of the ER doctors arrives moments later, confirming our actions and commending us.

“She could have died,” he states grimly, “Who was the idiot that put nut sauce in her food? She’s allergic.”

“Her medical record doesn’t list any allergies,” I answer, handing him the brown folder with all the data.

“I admitted her myself two days ago. Her mother stressed she had a nut allergy,” the doctor explains, “These data are incorrect. How can this child weigh 130 pounds? She’s just skin and bones.”

“Dr. Taylor administered a 0.3 ml dose, estimating she might weigh around 65 pounds. Not sure where these figures came from,” Georgia adds, supporting me.

Later, over coffee in the cafeteria, we share the story with Dr. Arya Kumari.

“It was really strange, Arya. The medical record had multiple incorrect data. Nothing about her nut allergy, and the weight was more than double,” Georgia explains.

"Room 305?" Arya asks.

“Yeah.”

“Fuck!” Arya mutters, slapping the table, causing our coffee mugs to jump.

“What’s wrong?”

“I saw him, the doctor’s son. Eric was his name, I believe?” Arya asks. Georgia and I exchange glances and nod in unison.

“Ah, that one. Total piece of shit,” Arya’s voice is laced with a rare venom. “I saw the idiot leaving the room with a medical record in hand this morning, heading into the nursing area. I found it strange because that buffoon thinks he’ll break out in hives if he comes within a meter of a nurse.”

“Do you think Eric would...?” I let the question hang in the air, a cold dread creeping up my spine. Eric’s a competitive moron, but to risk a patient’s life? That’s way too much.

“If you think about it, it makes sense,” Georgia admits, her voice dropping to a whisper. “You were in charge of that girl. You’d make a mistake with the dosage, and he sees you as a threat because he knows you’re better than him.”

“I can’t believe he would risk a patient’s life,” I sigh, my hands still trembling.

“Total piece of shit,” Arya mutters under her breath. “That little shit would assume some doctor would make it in time to fix it, but in the meantime, he would land you in a huge mess.”

“It’s the only explanation,” Georgia insists. “Dr. Monroe remembered the girl’s nut allergy, which wasn’t listed in the medical record. Just today, when there was peanut sauce in the food. How convenient,” she adds.

“But didn’t the girl realize she was eating peanut sauce?”

“She’s a nine-year-old, Sarah. She would be thrilled with the flavor. It’s our star dish,” Georgia comments.

“To my office!” Arya growls. “That little piece of shit is going to get it.”

***

As soon as Eric crosses the threshold into Dr. Kumari’s office, he raises his eyebrows in surprise upon seeing Georgia and me, but maintains his composure.

“Why did you do it?” Arya spits out before Eric even has a chance to greet her.

“Would you mind filling me in on the situation, Dr. Kumari?”

“You manipulated the patient’s medical record in room 305, changing some crucial details.”

“You have no proof of that,” Eric defends himself.

“I do. Do you know the consequences?”

“Oh, I’m shaking in my boots. My father is on the board of directors of this hospital, and you’re accusing me without evidence of something very serious,” he retorts with bravado. I think he’s reaching extremes that none of us had imagined.

“You’re going to be shaking even more, Eric,” Arya adds, “because the entire nursing area is connected with cameras, and we have you on tape manipulating the medical record.”

Eric’s face loses all its color. His jaw drops to the floor when he hears Dr. Kumari’s words, and he puts both hands on his head, visibly shaken.

“She could have died because of you!” I yell, unable to keep my calm.

“Sarah...”

Arya gestures with her hand for me to calm down.

“Eric. You’re suspended from the program. I will take your case to the board of directors, and they will decide the next steps, but my advice will be to report to the police what you’ve done,” Dr. Kumari explains with a genuinely terrifying calmness. I almost prefer when she yells and curses.

“Dr. Kumari, I never meant to risk that patient’s life,” Eric apologizes, his eyes filled with tears.

“It doesn’t matter what you intended. You did, and if it hadn’t been for a quick intervention by Sarah, who managed to keep a cool head, that girl would have died. She would have died because of you,” Arya repeats, lowering her voice and looking him straight in the eyes.

“Dr. Kumari, please...” Eric pleads.

“Out of this hospital!” Arya concludes, pointing towards the door with her index finger.  




Chapter 18

Jackie Stone 

“I need to see you in my office. It’s urgent,” reads the text that pops up on my phone as soon as I step foot into the hospital.

I was all set to give my standard “Must check on pre-op patient data” excuse, but there’s something about the tone of her text. It’s far more solemn than her usual.

I mean, it’s Arya, after all. Even in text form, the woman can’t construct a sentence without peppering in a “fuck” or “dumbass”.    

“You busy?” I ask, sticking my head into her office.

“Come in and shut the door,” Arya instructs, tilting her head with a grimace.

Her face is serious. Too serious. It’s a look I’ve never seen on her before. Her eyes narrow, and the heavy sigh that escapes her lips sends a chill down my spine.

“How can you be such an idiot, seriously?”

It doesn’t sound rhetorical. It sounds like a statement.

“Care to elaborate?”

“Jackie, do you have any idea of the mess you’re in?”

“You’re starting to worry me.”

“You should be worried, damn it. Your job’s on the line,” she reveals.

I swallow hard at her words. My mind races, scanning for any blunder I might have made, but I find none.

“Are you going to tell me what this is about, or are you trying to give me a heart attack?” I challenge.

Arya leans in, her large, black eyes wide open and shaking her head before she speaks.

“Are you seriously sleeping with Sarah?” she whispers.

“What?”

“And you didn’t tell me?”

“Arya, what is this about?” I object, not willing to confirm or deny.

“It’s about you being in hot water. We’ve got a meeting with HR tomorrow about this,” she adds.

I lean back in my chair, every muscle in my body tensing, both hands going up to my head. I rub my temple, my pulse quickening, unable to comprehend what’s happening.

I take a deep breath, a futile attempt to slow my racing heart. I need to stay calm.

“Sarah also has to attend the HR meeting,” she whispers, with a faint smirk.

“Can we keep her out of this?”

“No chance,” Arya sighs.

“I seriously don’t understand how this happened,” I admit, still in shock.

“Listen, dumbass, the problem isn’t sleeping with an intern, it’s getting caught,” my friend retorts. “Gosh, the number of doctors I hooked up with during my internship. My hormones were all over the place back then.”

“Arya, your hormones are still all over the place,” I remind her. “Who blew the whistle anyway?”

I try to recall any moment where we might have been caught. Surely, it was that time we were smooching at the food truck festival while dancing or maybe later, at the skating rink.

“Her own mother.”

“What?” I squawk, nearly jumping out of my chair.

“That’s the main issue. It’s not that you’ve been caught. She’s filed a formal complaint, accusing you of coercing her daughter into bed since you’re her supervisor. You know how paranoid this hospital is about such things since that case years ago,” she elaborates.

“That’s a lie. I would never do such a thing.”

“We both know. The problem will be explaining it to HR. I wonder what possessed that girl to tell her mother she’s sleeping with you,” she adds, sounding astonished.

“It was just one time, Arya. One damn time,” I groan. “Her mother called the very next day, and she happened to let my name slip. That woman hates me.”

“Isn’t she the one who accused you of malpractice years ago?”

“The very same. Damn it, she won’t rest until my career is over,” I grumble, slamming my hand on the table and only managing to hurt myself.

“Well, she’s on the right path this time,” Arya points out, shrugging.

“I can’t believe this. We were so careful. It was supposed to be a one-time thing. We knew the risks... and now...”

“Let me tell you, that woman must really hate you. She’s risking her daughter’s career in the process. Sarah is likely to be booted from the rotation program just like Eric. You’re on a roll with your interns, dumbass: two out of three are on their way out. You’re the worst supervisor in history,” Arya jokes.

I don’t even know what to say. I’m in shock. And for some reason, Sarah keeps coming to mind. I find myself more worried about her than myself.

“Isn’t there any way to keep Sarah out of this?” I ask again, despite knowing the answer.

“You know there isn’t,” Arya replies, leaning back in her chair as if recalling something. “Poor thing. She took the news hard. They had to give her a sedative. She’s with Lauren in the third-floor break room. I gave them both the day off. By the way, you should go home too. Rest and prepare what you’re going to tell those jerks tomorrow.”

“Damn,” I sigh, rubbing my forehead.

“Under normal circumstances, I could pull some strings with the hospital board, maybe influence HR. But, I called half the board a bunch of freaking idiots’ yesterday for not wanting to report Eric to the police,” Arya confesses as if calling the board members a bunch of freaking idiots is just another day in the office for her.

***

A sense of trepidation lingers in my bones as I navigate the long corridor leading to the third floor’s break room. There I find Sarah curled up in a fetal position on one of our small naptime beds. She’s clutching her knees, sobbing intermittently as Lauren tries to console her.

“Your girl’s here,” Lauren whispers, hopping off the bed instantly. I can’t help but find amusement in her choice of words — “your girl.”

Slowly, almost lethargically, Sarah turns around. Her eyes are red and swollen from crying, but she conjures up a weak smile on seeing me.

“Jackie, I’m so sorry,” she sighs, biting her lower lip in obvious pain. “I’ve messed everything up. Your career’s over because of me.”

I sit next to her, lightly stroking her cheek with the back of my hand, attempting to dry her tears with my thumb. Seeing her so broken, so utterly vulnerable, is heart-wrenching. I pull her into an embrace, gently rubbing her back, occasionally kissing her cheek. At this point, I couldn’t care less if someone sees us. The damage is done.

“Your mother has definitely crossed a line this time.” I whisper.

“I hate her.”

“She cares about you, even if she has a terrible way of showing it,” I suggest, shrugging.

“I hate her,” she repeats. “She wants me to leave the hospital,” Sarah complains.

“After tomorrow’s meeting with Human Resources, you might have no other option,” I confess.

“What could happen to you?” she asks, her voice trembling with fear.

“I don’t know,” I sigh. “They could fire me. If that happens, finding a new job after being accused of taking advantage of an intern won’t be easy.”

“It wasn’t like that. I’ll deny everything.”

“Sarah, the rules are clear. They take this issue very seriously. In our case, yes, it was consensual, but it might not have been,” I explain. “These rules are there for a reason.”

“Dr. Stone, please help me convince her to come to my place. She wants to live in the break room,” Lauren interrupts worriedly.

“I can’t go back home to my mom, not after what happened,” Sarah sobs.

“You’re coming to my place,” I blurt out without thinking.

Sarah looks up, her eyebrows raised. She seems to contemplate my words for a moment.

“Do you think we don’t have enough problems already?”

“We’ve already been caught,” I admit, brushing a lock of hair behind her ear before gently kissing her forehead. “I don’t see how it could get any worse.”




Chapter 19

Jackie Stone  

I assist an adorably dazed Sarah into bed, her consciousness slipping in and out of the sedative haze from the hospital. With her energy drained from crying, the medication finally takes full charge. We had to hail a cab to get to my place; I doubt we could have navigated the subway in her current state.

She feels around the pillow with a silly grin on her face, as if she’s sharing an inside joke with it. Rolling onto her side, she sighs sleepily, closing her eyes and succumbing to sleep.

“Rest well, beautiful. Sweet dreams,” I whisper, kissing her forehead softly.

Sarah purrs like a contented cat at the feel of my lips, not even bothering to open her eyes. After a few moments, her breathing deepens and steadies, reminiscent of ocean waves cradling her to sleep.

I sit quietly by her side for a while, bathed in the soft, dim light. Just watching her. I take in the gentle curve of her cheek, her long, dark lashes, her soft skin that seems to plead for never-ending caresses. She looks so fragile sleeping in my bed, a stark contrast to the dominant woman who tied my hands and made me scream in pleasure only days ago.

With a sigh that feels like it’s carrying a piece of my soul, I rise and head to the kitchen. I need a glass of wine and, more importantly, time to think. How are we going to fix all this?

Leaning against the window, my gaze wanders off into the horizon, where an endless row of skyscrapers stretches beyond my sight. Maybe I might not have much time left in this city I so love. We dared fate and came up short.

A pang of pain shoots through my heart at the thought. Was it worth it? If things go south tomorrow, my career will go down in flames. I’ll go from being a star surgeon in a major New York hospital to working in a small-town clinic.

Sarah might secure an internship at another hospital, but our circle is small. Everyone knows everyone. From now on, she’ll be “that intern” who slept with her supervisor. Manipulated or manipulator, depending on who’s telling the tale. She’ll always be under scrutiny.

All because of the irrational hatred her mother still harbors. In the end, she might get her way. She’ll sink my professional career as if that will bring back her son, simultaneously shattering her own daughter, who is innocent in all of this. The ghost of Jason Taylor haunts me a decade after his death, offering no respite.

Before I realize it, the day fades into dusk, painting the living room walls with beautiful golden hues dancing to the rhythm of the shifting clouds. But nothing matters to me now. I just want this day to end as soon as possible. Nothing more.

***

“Planning on camping out on the couch all night?”

A whisper at my side startles me. I blink, open my eyes, and find the living room drowned in darkness, save for the neon lights from the street ads waltzing among the shadows.

“What time is it?” 

“Almost midnight. How long have you been napping here?” Sarah inquires, dropping a feather-light kiss on my head.

“I have no idea.”

“Did you drink the entire bottle of wine by yourself, or did you throw a party and neglect to invite me?” She teases, raising an eyebrow ever so slightly.

“I think it was just me,” I confess, though, to be honest, I can’t really remember. My memory is shrouded in a sort of alcoholic fog, making everything seem blurry.

My head spins out-of-control. I lean against her for stability, making my way to the bedroom. This is the last time I drink so much wine.

Sarah Taylor  

“Sarah, I want you to tie me up again,” Jackie announces, stretching each syllable, her speech betrayed by the bottle of wine she’s polished off solo.

“You’re feeling a little jolly, aren’t you?” I tease while attempting to undress her and tuck her into bed.

“I swear if you tie me up, I’ll let you do whatever you want,” she insists.

“You liked it that much?”

“Oh, you have no idea. I need a dominant woman in my life,” she adds, grabbing my arm and pulling me until I tumble onto her on the bed.

“I think you’ve had too much to drink, Jackie, and we have a crucial meeting with HR tomorrow. You need a good night’s sleep,” I whisper, pulling away to cover her naked body with the sheet.

I sigh as I tuck her in. I’ve been sleeping all day due to the sedative at the hospital, and I know I won’t be able to sleep for hours. Nothing would please me more right now than losing myself making love to Jackie, but she needs rest, and she’s had a lot to drink.

“You have to promise that you’ll tie me up tomorrow,” she continues. Her beautiful blue eyes try to hold my gaze but fail, like two erratic fireflies in the twilight.

“Alright, I promise.”

“No matter how our meeting with HR turns out,” she adds.

“If you get fired, and I get kicked off the residency program, I doubt either of us will be in the mood for any sex,” I assure her.

“But you have to promise.”

“Okay, I promise. Now sleep,” I whisper, kissing softly behind her earlobe.

“If you get me aroused, I won’t be able to sleep.”

“Then shut up and count sheep,” I say, placing a sweet, light kiss on her cheek. Full of affection.

“Can you hold me until I fall asleep?”

I wrap my arms around her waist and snuggle against her body, hiding my face in the crook of her neck. Jackie finds my hand and intertwines our fingers over her stomach. Gradually, she starts succumbing to sleep. And with every breath she takes, I realize how much I’m falling for this woman.

I only hope that everything goes well tomorrow, that we find some way to fix this, because it would be a colossal injustice to lose a great surgeon due to my mother’s tantrum. If her professional career gets derailed, I’ll never forgive myself.

“Sarah?”

“Weren’t you sleeping?”

“You can also spank my ass if you want.”

“For heaven’s sake, Jackie, go to sleep already!”




Chapter 20

Jackie Stone

Franklin Johnson, HR’s director, pins me with a look that could kill as I step into the room. His brow is furrowed so deeply, I could plant a row of cabbages in it. His knuckles are white against the desk, grip tight, like he’s hanging off a cliff edge. It’s absurd that our fate lies in the hands of this man when our crime was nothing more than falling for each other.

Trailing behind me, Sarah strides in, her back straight, but I can tell her hands are shaking. She offers me a small, tight-lipped smile, probably more to reassure herself than me. But her eyes are swimming with uncertainty, our future teetering like a unicycle on a tightrope.

We take our seats, our knees brushing as we do, and my heart rate picks up, like I’ve just run a marathon or seen a ghost. She’s draped her jacket over our laps, her hand journeying beneath it to find mine. Our fingers interlock, and the mere touch of her skin is enough to soothe me. I give her hand a light squeeze, a silent promise that everything will be okay, even though I’m very uncertain about that.

“Dr. Stone, Dr. Taylor,” Franklin begins, his gaze sharp as a butcher’s knife slicing through the silence. “I understand that you have entered an inappropriate relationship according to the terms of our internal regulations. Is that correct?”

“It’s correct,” I sigh, my voice carrying the world’s weight.

Sarah’s thumb moves in comforting circles on the back of my hand.

“Jackie, you’ve worked at this hospital for twelve years, correct?”

“Nearly fourteen if you count my residency program,” I correct, nodding.

“Do you understand the seriousness of this matter and why such relationships are prohibited between a resident and her supervisor?” he probes.

“I understand the need to prevent favoritism and abuse of power,” I reply, trying to keep my voice steady. “But I assure you, that’s not the case here, Franklin. We’ve been equal partners in a consensual relationship, which has been confined to our personal lives. Never at the hospital.”

“Jackie, you’re putting me in an impossible situation,” he frowns, looking more like a troubled philosopher than an HR director. “I just had a talk with Dr. Kumari. She assured me there has been no inappropriate behavior and that losing one of the best surgeons and a promising resident would be a shame. Her defense was... passionate, to put it mildly.”

I can’t help but smirk, picturing Arya. Her “passionate defense” was probably more like a series of creative insults and threats.

“I assure you that our relationship has not interfered with our work. We’ve been very discreet,” I add, hoping it’s enough.

I wish I could explain that the real issue isn’t our relationship, but that Sarah’s mother hates me. She still blames me for her son’s death a decade ago, and she’s taken this grudge too far.

Franklin sighs deeply, like a man who’s just been asked to solve a Rubik’s cube blindfolded.

“I don’t wish to penalize genuine feelings, but we must maintain the highest level of professionalism. Your actions jeopardize that and violate our rules,” he explains. “I would like to hear if you have any proposal that might satisfactorily resolve this situation.”.

His words hover in the air like a rogue balloon from a kid’s birthday party. I’ve known him long enough to see the hesitance in his eyes. I know that one wrong move could lead to unemployment for us both. Yet, I’m drawing a blank on what to suggest.

“We understand the gravity of the situation, and we’re open to any conditions that would allow us to keep our jobs,” I assure him, hoping he’s got a clever plan tucked up his sleeve.

Suddenly, Sarah tenses up like a cat spotting a cucumber. Puzzled, I glance at her. Her eyes, filled with a fear, lock with mine. She swallows hard, then stands up like she’s about to accept a death sentence.

“I would like to propose changing my specialty, Mr. Johnson,” Sarah announces, her voice barely louder than a whisper.

“What?” he splutters.

“If I change my specialty, I won’t be under Dr. Stone’s supervision,” Sarah explains. “I’ve studied the internal regulations, and as long as we inform HR about our relationship, the hospital allows it so long as the work hierarchy isn’t compromised.”

“Sure, we’re not a dictatorial state,” Franklin mumbles, looking baffled.

“I can’t accept your change in a specialty,” I protest.

“It’s up to the department heads,” Sarah points out, proving she’s read the internal regulations more thoroughly than I thought after all. 

“To be sure, a change in specialty would address this conflict, but it will impact your career prospects,” Franklin warns, peering at Sarah over his glasses like a teacher scrutinizing a cheeky student.

“I’m aware of that, Mr. Johnson,” Sarah confirms, flashing me a smile.

“Don’t do this, please,” I sigh, feeling helpless.

I squeeze her hand under the table as she sits down. I can’t accept her sacrifice. She shouldn’t give up her dreams of being a surgeon just to keep our relationship afloat.

Franklin’s face relaxes like he’s just discovered the lottery ticket in his pocket was a winner. Sarah’s decision has removed a colossal weight off his shoulders, effectively solving the problem.

“Well, if the department heads accept the change, problem solved,” he declares, looking as proud as if he’d just solved world hunger, even though he did nothing at all.

Sarah’s words leave me stunned.

“I’ll draft the necessary paperwork for Dr. Taylor’s specialty change,” Franklin announces, clasping his hands together like he’s about to launch into a prayer. “You may leave now.”

We depart in silence, fingers still entwined. As the office door closes behind us, Sarah turns and buries her face in my shoulder, her body shaking. She sobs.

I pull her close, my hand stroking her back, the scent of my shampoo in her hair wrapping around me like a comforting blanket.

“What have you done, Sarah?” I ask, my voice barely louder than a whisper.

“It’s okay, really,” she assures me.

Just as I’m about to tell her it’s not okay, that sacrificing her dreams for a fledgling relationship is not very wise, Arya materializes beside us.

“What happened? I swear if they fire you, I will stage a full-blown strike at this hospital. Picket lines and everything,” she threatens, her voice fierce.

“He said your defense was... passionate, to use his words.”

“I called him a bigoted homophobe and threatened to bring every LGBTQ+ group from here to Timbuktu. We’ll siege this hospital with placards and flags if necessary. We’ll be on every TV channel. He’s pushing it because you two are a female couple and...”

“No need for the cavalry, Arya,” I interrupt.

“What?”

“Sarah’s changing her specialty,” I whisper.

“No.”

“It’s decided. All I need is your approval,” she announces, swallowing hard.

“Let’s grab a coffee, and you can tell me all about it,” Arya proposes, already marching towards the cafeteria like a general leading troops into battle. “I’m not quite seeing this specialty change thing,” she adds.

“Did you really call him a bigoted homophobe?” I ask, catching her elbow to halt her parade.

“Fuck yes!”

“You do know those rules are the same for everyone, right? They’re not discriminatory in any way. They probably weren’t even set by Franklin,” I try to reason with her, but it’s like explaining quantum physics to a toddler.

“I don’t care,” Arya retorts, swatting the air as if she’s shooing away an annoying fly. “He dodged the bullet of being the headline of every newspaper.”




Chapter 21

Sarah Taylor

As soon as we step back into her apartment, Jackie takes my hands, her expression chiseling into something serious.

“I can’t let you do it,” she says, releasing a sigh that seems to carry the world’s weight.

Her eyes mirror such tender concern that my heart stumbles over a few beats.

“You mean too much to me to let you give up on your dreams,” she adds, her grip tightening around my hands.

“You’re going to make me cry if you keep this up, you realize?” I confess, feeling a blush creep up my cheeks.

“Sarah, I know we haven’t been together long. Hell, we’re practically still starting to know each other. You probably think I’m overly zealous—maybe even a bit crazy. But I can’t stand by and let you switch specialties. We’ll fight this, figure out a way to convince HR we can still work together. Please.”

Her plea leaves me frozen, a deer caught in the headlights of her candid confession. It twists a knot in my stomach because, in reality, my decision to change specialties has more to do with my own internal struggles than our relationship. And she’s the one with a reputation for being an iceberg at the hospital.

“I’m now embarrassed to explain why I want to switch specialties,” I admit, my nerves tangling into knots.

Jackie looks at me, her blue eyes wide and curious, a silent invitation for me to speak.

“Firstly, you should know you’ve absolutely melted me,” I confess. “But switching specialties isn’t just to save our relationship. Of course, it’s a part of it, a big part, but there’s more.”

“I’m not following.”

“I’ve never felt at home in surgery, and it’s not just because my knees turn into jelly these days every time you look at me. Operating rooms make me anxious. They remind me too much of Jason,” I reveal.

“But you’re so good at it, and...”

“And I don’t like it, Jackie,” I interrupt. “That’s what matters.”

“Why did you choose it in the first place, then?”

“Because I’m a fool, mostly. My mother always insisted I follow in my brother’s footsteps, but I’m not Jason. It’s time I started making my own decisions. I’ve always been drawn to pediatrics,” I clarify.

Jackie’s face is a canvas of confusion as she tries to understand my revelation.

“Whatever your decision, I’ll be right there, cheering you on,” she promises, her voice softening before she leans forward to kiss my forehead.

“Don’t be silly, Jackie Stone. Any decision I make will have you in it. Don’t think you can get rid of me that easily,” I tease.

Jackie smiles and pulls me into a hug. She holds me tightly, as if she never wants to let go, and I realize more than ever that it’s her I want to be with.

“Are those tears I see, Dr. Stone?”

“You’re such an idiot! Still, in our meeting with HR, it seemed like you had planned it all.”

“It wasn’t entirely spontaneous,” I explain. “Yesterday, while you were sleeping off a drink or two, I had a long chat with Lauren. I’d mentioned to her once that I really liked pediatrics and that operating rooms made me nervous. She remembered almost every line of the internal regulations they gave us on the first day. It was Lauren who suggested I propose the specialty change in the meeting. It solves the problem and gives HR a way out without having to make a decision. In turn, I hope they’ll facilitate my specialty change”.

“Damn, you had it all figured out, didn’t you?” Jackie says, a note of surprise in her voice.

“Lauren is a sharp one,” I confess, my cheeks turning a shade darker. “Sorry I didn’t clue you in earlier. I wasn’t sure how you’d react, and...”

“And here I was, asking Arya to reject your request,” Jackie cuts in, shaking her head in disbelief.

“I guess you’d better start dialing her number now,” I suggest, raising a playful eyebrow.

Jackie grins in response, her hand reaching out to intertwine her fingers with mine. She lifts our joined hands to her lips, pressing a kiss against my knuckles. The sight of her joy softens the edges of my heart.

“I’ll support you every step of the way. You’re going to shine in pediatrics,” she whispers, her voice filled with earnest conviction.

“With your help? They’ll need to wear sunglasses to shield their eyes from my brilliance,” I tease, my words laced with playful arrogance.

“We’ll prepare for your final USMLE exam together. You’ll live here with me, right?”

“Do I even need to answer that? My mom’s place isn’t exactly the best option right now,” I explain. “Also, I’m not sure if you remember, but you asked me to tie you up again yesterday,” I remind her, laughter bubbling up within me.

“Did I really say that?” she asks, her hands flying to her head in mock horror.

“Just before you added that I could spank your ass whenever I wanted to,” I tease a grin playing on my lips.

Leaning in, I slide my hand under her belt, pulling her closer and our lips meet in a delicate dance, soft moans escaping as I nip her lower lip.

“Don’t move. Not a muscle. Can you do that?” she whispers, suddenly pulling away.

“Yeah, I suppose. I thought you wanted me to tie you up?” I question, my eyebrows shooting up in surprise.

“We can do that later. Now, I want to try something,” she insists, her voice husky with anticipation.

Her mesmerizing blue eyes are filled with desire as Jackie slowly unbuttons my blouse, the deliberate pace making me tremble. Each feather-light touch of her fingers against my skin sends a jolt of electricity straight to my core.

“You need to stay very still,” she reminds me, shrugging off my blouse and reaching around to unhook my bra.

She traces her fingertips along my bare skin, the exquisite gentleness making my skin prickle in response.

“You’re driving me crazy,” I gasp as her fingers trace the contours of my breasts, her touch sending a rush of heat through me.

Jackie presses her lips to the back of my neck, and her fingers trail down my torso until she reaches the button on my jeans. I manage to fight the urge to spin around and rip off her clothes with my teeth if need be. As she slowly removes my clothes, I close my eyes tightly and let it happen. When I open them again, her gaze is trained on me with a hunger that can’t be mistaken.

I swallow hard, and the next few moments seem to drag on forever. All I can focus on is Jackie’s deep blue eyes. She slowly removes her clothes without ever taking her gaze off me. My heart pounding in my chest, and I’m practically shaking with anticipation.

“I want to ask you something,” she whispers next to my ear.

I just nod my head slowly.

“Have you ever… touched yourself while thinking about me?”

“Many times,” I admit with a sigh.

Jackie grins, biting her lip and arching her eyebrows in the sexiest way possible.

“Same here,” she hisses.

“You mean… thinking of yourself?”

“You’re such an idiot,” Jackie mumbles, sliding her hands around my waist and pressing our naked bodies together. And her soft moan as our bare breasts brush makes me feel like putty in her hands.

Her thumb slowly traces along my jaw, sliding down my neck until it descends to the line of my collarbone. She sighs. Her breath is ragged, lips parted. Jackie traces imaginary patterns between my breasts with her fingertips, and every touch on my bare skin makes me go wild with desire.

Usually, I like to be in control. I’m a very dominant woman when it comes to sex. Still, I have to admit that letting Jackie slowly explore my body without me being able to move adds a touch of excitement that I can’t ignore.

“Let’s go to my room,” she says, pointing her chin towards the bedroom door.

I trail after her, my eyes fixed on the sway of her hips as I become increasingly aroused.

“Lie down on the mattress on your back,” she orders.

I’m surprised by her words and can’t help but raise my brows in amusement.

Jackie straddles my hips, and I can’t help but trail my hands down her legs until she gives me a stern look that stops me dead in my tracks.

“Didn’t I tell you to stay still?” she remarks as my hands wander toward her ankles.

I let out a long sigh. “Jackie, I’m so not prepared for this. You have no idea what I’m going through right now,” I confess.

She leans down to kiss me, and as I feel her lips, I can’t suppress a muffled moan. The world disappears, and it’s only Jackie and me, our bodies intertwining, her soft skin against mine.

“You can’t move,” she reminds me between gasps as my hands run down her sides.

“Fuck, Jackie.”

She presses her lips to my neck, softly licking with the end of her tongue. Jackie nibbles my chin before she works her way down my torso, dotting it with tender kisses. I let out a moan as her tongue traces around my areola, but the sensation doesn’t last long. Soon her lips make their way across my belly and towards more intimate areas.

“You have the softest skin,” she whispers, gently caressing my pubis.

It’s a subtle caress, as if made with a feather, although I can tell by the way she rubs her sex against my thigh that she’s as aroused as I am.

And when she finally drops her hand between my legs, sliding a finger down my wet sex, I can’t hold back any longer.

My fingers tighten in Jackie’s silky blond hair as her body occupies my own. I beg for more with a desperate moan, filled with pleasure, until I can no longer contain my cries of pure ecstasy.

She grabs me firmly with her left hand, refusing to let me go, before diving in with her tongue and sending waves of pleasure through my body. My screams fill the air as she expertly licks and caresses my clit until I’m trembling with delight.

Jackie hungrily devours my clit, her tongue dancing and flicking around it. Sparks of pleasure radiate through me as I feel the heat of her breaths on my skin. She worships me with her lips, exploring, uncovering, pushing me to new heights of pleasure until every muscle in my body is taut with anticipation.

“Tell me how you like it,” she breathes, the weight of her words searing through me like wildfire.

I think the long moan that escapes my lips tells her she’s on the right track.

Jackie’s fingers dart around my inner walls, whirling and exploring me. Her intense gaze is fixed on my face, observing any movement I make. She seems to be hanging on every twitch of pleasure I show as if she seeks to find the key to unlocking even more blissful sensations.

For a while, I hold her gaze. There is something exquisitely exciting in watching that pair of blue eyes watching me on the verge of orgasm. Even so, the tension is so strong, the pleasure so intense, that I give in. Closing my eyes, I nail my head to the pillow as I explode in a powerful orgasm that shakes me to the core.

“Did you like it?” Jackie asks softly, her fingers still inside me.

“You’re a beast,” I admit.

Jackie smiles. A beautiful smile. She brings her fingers to her mouth to lick them before lying down beside me and covering me with soft caresses.

“Tell me how I can make it better.”

“Do you want to kill me?”

“Every time we make love, I want it to be unique, and for that, I need to know what you like best,” she adds.

“I think it’s super sweet of you to ask me,” I confess, kissing her forehead.




Chapter 22

Sarah Taylor 

The dawn of my first day in pediatric medicine unfurls like a blank canvas, ripe with potential. Fate, in a whimsical twist, has me woven into a batch of bright-eyed interns. I devoted three months of my life to surgery, but it’s not a loss. The experience was a gain. And Jackie, especially Jackie, was a gain.

There’s a low hum of conversation among my peers as our supervisor, Dr. McGrath, hands out a stack of manuals, including one on internal procedures that stirs a flood of memories. Despite already going through this drill in surgery, I’m as jittery as a debutante at her first ball.

I know these hospital rooms will echo with laughter and tears, hard truths and miracle cures. There will be lives balanced on a razor’s edge, and the immense trust of countless parents in our hands.

My breath catches when we’re introduced to our first patient. A six-year-old girl with a brave smile masking the illness plaguing her. Her parents watch as Dr. McGrath examines her, their eyes reflecting a cocktail of fear and hope, as our mentor outlines the procedures we’ll follow.

I am mesmerized as Dr. McGrath sits beside the little girl, speaking to her gently. Her fingers probe the swollen lymph nodes with the lightness of a feather, backed by years of experience.

“Feel here, Sarah,” she instructs, guiding my hand. “What do you feel? Give me five symptoms you observe in the patient.”

The intern to my left stiffens, her disappointment obvious at not being the chosen one for the diagnosis. I silently hope I won’t have to deal with another Eric in this rotation.

The little girl looks at me, her brow furrowed as if she’s scrutinizing my diagnosis.

“Pale skin, swollen eyelids, sensitive lymph nodes...” Dr. McGrath listens attentively, nodding in approval.

She then breaks down the possible diagnoses, listing the tests necessary to confirm them. She watches us carefully, ensuring we grasp her teachings, and I see the relief wash over the parents’ faces as Dr. McGrath’s words soothe their initial fears.

“Always speak to children with kindness,” she advises. “Pediatrics is quite different from other medical specialties. Our job is to make the kids feel valued and respected, to help them overcome their fears.”

She consistently offers a comforting smile, occasionally stroking the girl’s hair, radiating security to both her and her parents.

For some reason, I’m reminded of another beautiful smile. The way her nose crinkles, the dimples on either side of her mouth, those beautiful blue eyes full of tenderness, and the soft moans that bewitch me when we make love.

As I head to the break room with the rest of the interns, Jackie finds me, her steps small and light.

“How was your first day?”

“Incredible. Don’t take this the wrong way, but I prefer pediatrics a thousand times over general surgery. I love it,” I confess. “There’s something about children. It feels special, like I’ve found my place.”

“How does it feel to freely do this? Is it also special? Because it is for me,” she confesses, her hands finding their way to my waist before her lips meet mine.

“More special than words can capture, Dr. Stone,” I admit, the blush searing my cheeks, probably glowing all the way up to my earlobes.

“Should I be jealous of your new supervisor?”

“It’s yours,” I declare, my index finger thumping gently against my chest aiming my heart. “All yours. Forever,” I add, with a wink.

Jackie grins and saunters off to the surgery department, leaving me amidst a sea of slack-jawed peers.

“Did you just kiss a doctor?” whispers a timid-looking girl.

“We’re dating.”

“Isn’t that like... completely forbidden?” she presses.

“Only if we’re in the same department. HR is informed,” I hasten to explain.

“Isn’t she a bit... old for you?” pipes in the hyper-competitive intern, who is becoming more Eric-like with every passing second.

“Not at all,” I cut her off.

And I’m acutely aware of the dopey grin that’s taken over my face. Who would’ve thought that my brother’s death would pave the way to Jackie?

Ever since Jason’s passing, the concept of home has been alien to me. Four walls shared with my mother, where comfort was scarce. A constant feeling of resentment that fueled a perpetual sense of anguish. The ghost of my brother lurking in every corner.

With Jackie, it’s completely different. At last, I have something I can call home. My heart races at the jingling of keys in the lock, signaling her late-night homecoming from the hospital. By her side, I’ve found my haven.

One morning, Lauren asked me to explain it, and I was at a loss. It’s a million things; shared laughter, daily anecdotes. A warm caress, a kiss on the forehead, the tenderness in her blue eyes. A million tiny details.

And now, I realize I’m beginning to be myself. I’m Sarah Taylor. Not Jason’s sister. Me, and I don’t have to live in anyone’s shadow.   My brother’s death was a devastating tragedy, but it doesn’t mean I must sacrifice my life to follow in his footsteps. If only my mother understood that her irrational hatred for Jackie won’t bring her son back.

And in the meantime, with Jackie, I’ve found my sanctuary. Her words from this morning play in my head as I head toward my first day in my new rotation. They’re a distant echo that soothes me.

“Now go,” Jackie had whispered, her thumb tracing my lips. “Shine in pediatrics. I’ll be watching from afar and keep a light on in case you need to find your way home.”

.
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You have links to all my updated books on my Amazon page.

If you liked this book, you'll probably like the following books as well: (And please don't forget to leave a review on Amazon or Goodreads. It takes you no time and helps other people find my books).

Tie Break: A Sapphic Sports Romance https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0C6MMF43Z


Brooke McKlain is a household name for tennis fans.
Elena has no idea who she is. She just knows she's ruining her life.


When Brooke decides to take a much-needed break at a luxury hotel in Hawaii, she doesn't expect that the woman who challenged her from the very first moment will show her what love is.
Elena will make her question many things, and now love spins onto her court, revealing what she's been missing.
But their worlds are too different, and things are never as easy as they seem... especially when the public image you want to give outweighs your feelings. 

A Cup of Love. A Second Chance Sapphic Romance. https://relinks.me/B0C1HFVS7C

 

Phoenix is about to realize the dream of a lifetime. Her small café in the heart of Edinburgh is ready to open.
It's been years in the making, but it's been worth it. The opening is booming, and the café fills up with friends and family.
But when Erin Miller shows up by surprise, it can only mean one thing: trouble.
Why is she back in Edinburgh?
Phoenix doesn't quite remember how she came to be friends with someone like Erin Miller, the high school rebel girl, the same one who broke hearts without thinking about the consequences.
One crazy night, some alcohol and something happened that Phoenix would rather forget forever.
The next day, Erin disappeared...for six long years.
What was she doing now at the opening of her café?
Why did he still feel the same butterflies every time Erin Miller smiled?
She says she's changed.
Is that possible, and can someone like Erin Miller change?
Does she deserve a second chance, or will she disappear again as she did six years ago?

Collins Memorial Hospital is a series of self-contained lesbian romance books that share some of the characters and workplace.
The books can be read in any order. However, each book offers insights into the characters that can help you delve deeper into the rest of the books in the series.


Books published: 

 
	Dr. Park



	Dr. Kumari



	Dr. Wilson




Dr. Park: A Lesbian Medical Romance. https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0B1P68193


Dr. Laura Park has a promising career as a surgeon ahead of her.
A former child prodigy, she has been educated in one of the best medical schools under the supervision of the prestigious Daniela McKenna.
At the age of twenty-seven, she moved from Boston to Los Angeles in search of a smaller hospital that would allow her to grow faster as a surgeon.
Little did she expect that by a quirk of fate, she would find herself as interim chief of surgery, fighting for the permanent position against much more experienced doctors.
Perhaps it was also destiny that her former teacher showed up in that small hospital one day, awakening old memories but not telling her real reason for being in Los Angeles.
Meet the ambitious Dr. Park, the elegant and enigmatic Daniela McKenna, the cautious Sofia, and the funny Arya in this lesbian medical romance full of friendship, self-improvement, and maybe a few tears.

Dr. Kumari: A Lesbian Medical Romance https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0BBW72NFK


Arya has time for only one thing: saving lives as a surgeon. She is not interested in a relationship. Her life is already too complicated without adding new problems into the mix. Besides, there are too many other women out there to settle for just one.


Patricia wants to be seen as more than a single mother. Her seven-year-old son fills her life, but after leaving behind the toxic relationship with her ex-husband, she's been longing to feel wanted again.


A night out with her friends, a sexy woman at a nightclub, and some alcohol shake up her initial thoughts.


Fortunately, Patricia will never see that woman again. She didn't even give her a phone number, so her little secret would be safe. After all, Los Angeles is a vast city to cross paths with someone again. A chance meeting is unlikely.


But life is full of twists and turns, and fate is all too capricious. Neither of them expected to see each other again, let alone in a hospital with Patricia's son needing emergency surgery.


Will they be able to ignore the chemistry between them?


Will they give in to their feelings and face their fears and desires together? 

Dr. Wilson: A Lesbian Medical Romance https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0BKR48MXL


I don’t understand why the hospital director has insisted that Siena Collins work in oncology.
She is a spoiled brat, unreliable, and causes too much trouble in a department where we must look into the eyes of death every day.
To make matters worse, she can’t even touch or talk to patients. She is still in medical school and considering quitting altogether.
Her “job” basically consists of bringing coffee, making a few photocopies, and getting in the way. Yeah, I guess her most significant contribution is getting in everyone’s way all day.
I wish I could take Arya’s advice and tell her to ...
But there’s one small problem I forgot to mention: the hospital is named Collins Memorial after her grandfather, and her father is the big boss.
So here I am, trying to save lives while dealing with her immature attitude and tight pants.
That girl will be the end of me...

Nashville. A Lesbian Romance

https://relinks.me/B09WVX9YGB


Sex, drugs, and rock and roll.
Jackie Thomas' life could be summed up in that mythical sentence.
After leaving home at the age of 16, she wandered around the country, making a living in various bands as a singer or guitarist.
Now, at 28, she has risen to the top as the lead singer of the Black Magic, a heavy metal band with a legion of loyal fans.
Mary Crawford is a rising figure in country music. Dubbed by the press as the "Princess of Nashville," she is making her way in a band with her two older sisters under the strict guidance of her father. He conditions every aspect of her musical career and her life.
Sparks fly between them when they must travel to Las Vegas as judges for a talent show. The rock star's strong and irresponsible personality clashes with the good judgment of the country singer. Still, they soon discover that they have more in common than they first thought.
After all, Las Vegas is a city full of magic.
But does what happens in Vegas always stay in Vegas?

YOUNG ADULT SAPPHIC ROMANCE

Liar: A Young Adult "fake date" LGBTQ+ Romance  https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CB4MB79W

 

Nina Álvarez is living the dream.


She's the high school basketball team captain, a social media sensation, and one of the most popular girls at school. But when a misplaced comment goes viral, Nina's future comes crashing down.


With accusations of homophobia threatening to destroy everything she's worked for, Nina devises a daring plan: fake-date Alexia Taylor, a proud and openly gay girl from her high school.


Alexia is her polar opposite. She's a brilliant, introverted aspiring scientist with her sights set on NASA. And she wants nothing to do with Nina's scheme.


However, when Alexia's best friend Cris gets involved, she soon finds herself unable to say no.


As Nina and Alexia play their roles in this high-stakes game of pretend, they find themselves drawn to each other in ways they never expected. Amidst the whirlwind of high school drama, basketball games, and social media scandals, the two girls discover that sometimes, the line between love and lies isn't so clear.


Operation Vanessa https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0C99QVD5K

 

Riley, the high school resident rebel, never thought she’d fall for anyone—especially not Vanessa, the untouchable cheerleading squad captain.


In a world where social expectations and invisible barriers dictate the rules, they are on opposite sides of the high school spectrum.


But love won’t be ignored. Overwhelmed by her feelings, Riley turns to Alexia, a straight-A student with a gift for words. Together, they hatch a daring plan inspired by Cyrano de Bergerac to capture the cheerleader’s heart. 
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