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Chapter 1
Inés Torres

The shrill cry shatters the quiet of the on-call room, jolting me awake. For a moment in the darkness, I see Carla’s face etched in shadow.

That familiar ache grips me, threatening to pull me under.

Three years. Has it really been three years since I lost her? Three years since that night I was too busy saving other lives to save my wife’s?

“Dr. Torres, emergency!” Rachel shouts again, flooding the room with harsh light.

I take a steadying breath and mentally prepare. No time for more. The alarm in Dr. Harris’ voice reminds me the living still need me. Carla’s memory must wait. They need Dr. Torres, the surgeon, not Inés Torres, the woman hidden in the shadows.

“Situation?” I bark, bursting into the emergency room.

My team rattles off vitals and early test results. I assess the man, barely conscious on the gurney. Judge how much damage his heart has taken, how much I can still save. Each minute is crucial.

For a split second, Carla haunts me again. That unforgettable echo of the night she called over and over, saying she didn’t feel well. Begging for my help. The night I was trapped in another OR, saving someone else. The night death crept into my marriage, stealing forever my will to go on living.

“Clear!” I shout, pressing the paddles to the man’s chest.

His heart shudders, stutters...then finds its rhythm again. Life resumes its beat for now.

“Let’s take him to the OR. We need to bypass.”

The cold, sterile scent of the operating room washes over me as I prep for surgery. Each time I enter, the same thought strikes — a mix of fear and hope. Determination. The human heart is too fragile, too unpredictable.

I survey the room as my team readies the patient. Gleaming trays hold scalpels, clamps, and sutures — vital tools that have become my second skin. I brush my fingers over the patient’s chest, feeling each shallow breath before I make the first cut.

“Alright, team. Let’s begin.” My voice sounds steady, assured.

With that first incision, the sharp tang of blood permeates the air. No matter how many times you’ve been here, that coppery smell fills your nostrils.

A cruel reminder that death lurks in this place.

My fingers dance with a ballerina’s precision, guided by years of experience. The monitor’s beeps mark out a metronome’s rhythm.

In moments like these, the OR becomes a world unto itself — a convergence of life, loss, love...the very essence of being human.

As we successfully finish, a collective sigh of relief fills the room, and I can’t help but smile. Another hard-won victory in our war against fate.

“Good work, doctor,” one of the nurses whispers.

I nod slowly, then, after changing clothes, detour through the NICU before heading to my office. I pause in the deserted hallway, fingers pressed to the glass. The babies sleep soundly, lives just beginning their journey. Carla always wanted a baby. I invariably told her it wasn’t the right time. My work demanded too much.

Shit! I wish I’d been there that night.

I’ve barely sat down when a knock sounds at my door. I’m too tired to bother looking up.

“Dr. Torres?” a woman’s voice asks timidly.

“Come in, Rachel. What is it?” I snap, harsher than needed. “As you can see, I’m very busy, so please, make it quick.”

“Sorry to bother you. I was asked to deliver this letter,” explains the resident.

“A letter?” I hold out my hand impatiently. “Anything else, Dr. Harris?” I ask as she lingers, watching me.

The resident apologizes and escapes, no doubt glad to flee the cloud of bad mood following me today. As soon as she scurries away, I can’t help but scowl at the mysterious letter and its garish, loopy pink handwriting.

Nicole Hunt, podcaster and TikToker, with legions hanging on her every word. Just what I need. Another foolish interview request from the woman who refuses to take no for an answer.

With a long sigh, I stuff the letter under a stack of papers. Out of sight, out of mind. Maybe if I ignore her, Nicole Hunt will simply vanish. A vain hope, but hope nonetheless.

An hour later, my eyes drift back to the cursed letter’s hiding place. Some masochistic impulse makes me retrieve it and read it instead of binning it straight away.

I hit send on the curt email to Nicole Hunt, declining yet another interview request. I try to be polite but firm — I’m too busy saving lives to chat on frivolous podcasts.

Just as I think I can finally review patient files, my worst nightmare raps on my door — Dr. Lowe, the hospital playboy and useless cardiologist. I should’ve let Arya fire him last month when they argued.

He leans in my doorway, cocky as ever. “Torres, heard you had a busy shift — routine bypass. Nothing too taxing for the great surgeon.”

I arch an eyebrow, tamping down my temper. “Can I help you? I’m swamped and exhausted.”

“Just wanted to remind you about the hospital’s annual charity gala. They’ve trusted me to organize it again. Bringing anyone special this year, Dr. Torres?”

Through gritted teeth, I reply, “You know very well I’m not.”

Undeterred, he asks, “How long has it been now since your...”

“Three years,” I interrupt curtly.

He nods with mock sympathy. “Well, let me know if you want company. I know a couple of women who could be interested in dating a surgeon. I understand you could be… let’s say, somewhat rusty by now. Could be a perfect opportunity for you to finally move on.”

My hands clench into fists. How dare he imply I could ever forget my wife? I open my mouth to retort, but engaging in an argument with such a fool makes no sense.

Taking a deep breath, I try to regain my composure. Still, his insensitive remarks keep replaying in my mind. The anniversary of losing Carla looms, the wounds as raw as ever. Each day without her feels like an eternity.

“Ever think about moving on? You’re still young — what are you, forty-five?” Dr. Lowe questions.

“Forty,” I reply tersely.

He knows damn well how old I am.

“Don’t need to remind me about hospital events — they auto-populate my calendar,” I snap, shooting him an icy glare, hoping he will leave me in peace.

“Fine, but if you change your mind, remember, I know some ladies who’d love to accompany you. Three years out of the game, wow, I’d probably go mad with just a month,” he says with an infuriating smirk.

I bite my tongue, though if looks could kill, he’d be writhing on the floor, gone from this world.

Hands raised in mock surrender, he saunters from my office, whistling jauntily like he’s accomplished his first stupid act of the day. No doubt off to sweet talk some young resident with his empty words and rehearsed charm.




Chapter 2
Nicole Hunt

“That wraps it up for today, friends! Don’t forget to like, subscribe, and leave comments to keep getting the best lifestyle and health info.”

I end the livestream with a click, collapsing into my chair with a yawn, arms stretching overhead. Another episode in the books. I adore my work — chatting with fascinating people, sharing their stories. Some days, I can hardly believe my good luck.

When recording, time loses meaning, hours flying by. Sure, the stats still worry me — followers, TikTok views, podcast ratings. But I’m hooked on this lifestyle. I confess it.

I’ve become obsessed with chasing my next guest to impart their wisdom. My ex said I was wasting time and needed major changes. Claimed I wasn’t cut out for this. Yet here I am, growing daily.

With a blissful sigh, I start shutting down for the night. But something compels me to check the initial comments to the podcast. Most are positive — my guest clearly resonated. That doesn’t always happen, despite my experience.

But there she is, poisoning the well. GymGirlSavannah94, my psychotic ex, can’t resist spewing her bile. “Another lame episode. The show needs a total overhaul, starting with you.” Reads her comment, and I grit my teeth in anger.

Will she never tire of harassing me? It’s been over a year since I escaped Savannah’s manipulative clutches. Yet she lurks, striking after each episode or TikTok video with some petty remark or 1-star review.

I should just ignore her pathetic existence. But my cursor hovers over the block button, tempted to sever this final tie. Still, some masochistic part of me hesitates, fearing what greater wrath blocking might bring...

I don’t even bother deleting Savannah’s latest toxic comment. I know she’ll just write it again. If only erasing her from my life and memory was that easy.

Our relationship lasted a mere six months. Intense, desperate. A rollercoaster of emotions, a violent whirlwind.

Moments of over-the-top passion and tenderness were followed unpredictably by fits of rage. Cruel words meant only to wound me. At one point, I didn’t recognize myself — a pale shadow of the woman I used to be. She diminished me bit by bit without me even realizing it.

Rachel said it was like that experiment with frogs. You turn up the heat gradually so they don’t notice the water’s too hot until it kills them.

Luckily, we didn’t reach that extreme. Rachel herself made me see the light and recognize it was an unhealthy relationship. She gave me the strength to escape while I still could.

Leaving wasn’t easy, of course — threats, tearful begging, a few stinging slaps followed by roses when Savannah realized what she’d done. I’ll never understand how I endured it for so long. But the key is Savannah’s no longer in my life, at least physically. She’s now just an echo of the past in the form of nasty comments. I’m free and whole.

Stronger than before.

Rachel’s bedroom door creaks open, eyes still adjusting to the light. She hasn’t even changed after her hospital shift and gives me that telltale hand wring that means something’s wrong.

“Spit it out already,” I say, heading to the kitchen for strong coffee.

“I’m sorry, Nicole. Dr. Torres still isn’t interested in being on your podcast. She emailed, declining again.”

Rachel winces apologetically. I feel a pang of disappointment but force a brave smile. 

“I need her in the podcast,” I complain. “Did you explain to her how many followers I have?”

The aroma of fresh coffee wafts through the air as I slide a mug across the table to Rachel. She wraps her hands around it, soaking in the warmth.

“You don’t know how stubborn Dr. Torres can be,” she says, “but I delivered your letter, just as you asked.”

Rachel’s eyes meet mine, filled with empathy. 

“I don’t think there’s any convincing her. She’s declined your podcast invitation three times already. Better forget about that woman.”

I sigh, leaning back in my chair. “There must be a way. Doesn’t she realize what an opportunity this is? My podcast reaches thousands. She could spread her message, give the hospital some free publicity...”

“Believe me, I tried explaining all that to her.” Rachel bites her lip. “I even said it could save lives by making people more heart health conscious.”

Frustration wells up inside me, but I force it down. “We can’t give up. I need to get through to her, make her see reason.”

“Nicole, you’re playing with fire.” Rachel’s voice drops to a whisper. “Dr. Torres has a wicked temper. Push her too far, and she’ll explode. And I’ll be caught in the middle of it.”

I take a long sip of coffee, contemplating. “I have to keep trying. Will you help me, Rachel? Give me something — anything — to convince her?”

Rachel hesitates, conflicted. She glances around furtively before leaning in.

“I shouldn’t be telling you this, but...” Her voice trails off. I hold my breath, heart racing as I wait for her revelation.

“You have to swear not to drag me into this. Please, Nicole,” Rachel pleads, her voice barely above a whisper. “Not even under torture.” She adds.

I nod. “My lips are sealed.”

Rachel leans in, her eyes darting around the coffee. “If Dr. Torres isn’t on call, she has breakfast at the café by the ER entrance every morning. That old, dark one no one goes to anymore.”

“Because she likes being alone,” I finish her thought.

“Yeah, exactly.” Rachel clasps her hands together. “Please, promise me you won’t mention my name, no matter what.”

“You’re a lifesaver, as always.” I reach across the table and give her hand a grateful squeeze. “It’ll just be a friendly ambush. Your name will never pass my lips. Pinky promise.”

Rachel fixes me with a knowing look over the rim of her coffee mug. 

“Why do I feel like I’m going to regret telling you this?”

“It’ll be fine,” I assure her. 

Standing, I pull Rachel into a tight hug and kiss her forehead. Her body relaxes against mine, the citrus scent of her shampoo tickling my nose. Get ready, Doctor Torres. You have no way to scape.




Chapter 3
Inés Torres

The rich, bold aroma of my double espresso jolts me awake, though Carla often scolded me for my dangerous caffeine addiction. “Too much coffee will be the death of you,” she’d say, but I’d just laugh and pour another cup. A wistful smile crosses my lips as her memory makes me grin like a fool, even three years after she left.

I slide my credit card absently, muscle memory taking over as my eyes catch on a flash of gold — a blonde goddess in skintight pants and heels so high it should be illegal. She sashays in like she owns the place, though I know she doesn’t frequent this hole-in-the-wall café. Not since the Starbucks opened across the street, draining away most of our business. But I’d remember her. Yeah, I’m pretty sure I’d remember a woman who looks like the embodiment of Aphrodite herself.

For a fleeting moment, I let myself fantasize, imagining sauntering up to her table, giving her a dazzling smile as I introduce myself. I’d compliment her shoes, her hair, tell her I couldn’t help but notice how the sunlight brings out the flecks of amber in her eyes. She’d grin, captivated, as I’d reach out to lightly trace the back of her hand, my fingers eventually threading through her golden curls. We’d talk for hours, the rest of the world fading away until it was only the two of us.

But reality hits me like a jolt of lightning, sudden and crashing. Work is my spouse; the thrill of surgery is my true passion. My life moves to the metronome of red alerts and urgent pages, not by the leisurely rhythm of candlelit dinners or moonlit strolls. In less than an hour, I’ll be elbow-deep in a chest cavity, focused on nothing but replacing an aortic valve and saving a life.

Even if I caught those dazzling Caribbean eyes watching me with interest, I know how it would go. I’d have to cancel our first date for some emergency surgery, sprinting out the restaurant door with apologies trailing behind me. A relationship wouldn’t stand a chance against my long hours at the hospital. As Carla always said, while the rest of humanity enjoys romantic escapades and carefree adventures, I happily wed myself to medicine.

With a wistful sigh, I force the tempting daydream from my mind, the bitter espresso burning my throat as I get up to leave. Just another morning.

But suddenly, I hear footsteps behind me, jogging to catch up.

“Dr. Torres!” a feminine voice calls out.

I spin around and find the blonde goddess from my imagination standing there, even more stunning up close. Those Caribbean eyes really do sparkle, and her melodic voice sounds instantly familiar. Impossibly sexy. My heart leaps with momentary excitement before plunging into the pit of my stomach.

She knows my name. Something strange is definitely afoot here.

“I have a valve replacement surgery scheduled shortly, far more important than chatting with you,” I say briskly, already turning on my heel.

I quicken my pace, but her siren sound reels me back in. It’s intoxicating, that voice. Could you fall in love with just a voice? Hers is the sexiest, most melodic sound I’ve ever heard.

“You’re that podcaster, right?” I ask, my tone clipped. “Nicole...something.”

“Nicole Hunt,” she supplies smoothly, undaunted by my brusque demeanor. “It’s truly an honor to meet you, Dr. Torres. I’m a huge fan of your work.”

Her megawatt smile makes my knees inexplicably weak. Damn, maybe Dr. Lowe was right that I need to get out more. When was the last time I even went on a date?

“I have surgery very soon, so I can’t stand around chatting,” I reply dismissively, picking up my pace.

Nicole’s long legs easily keep up as she steps beside me. “Of course, I completely understand. I won’t take more than a minute of your time.” She tucks an errant blonde curl behind her ear. “I’d love to invite you to be a guest on my podcast. Your experience could help so many people learn to take better care of their hearts. It could save lives.”

I can’t hold back an incredulous laugh. “I don’t have time for radio shows or podcasts or whatever. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a life to save.”

I reach the sliding hospital doors, but Nicole calls after me, “It’s a lifestyle and wellness podcast focused on prevention and healthy living!”

Shaking my head, I step into the cool quiet of the hospital lobby, letting the doors close firmly between us. A radio show? Really? I listen to her podcast religiously during my workout. How did she throw me so off-balance and make me forget even that detail?

In the scrub room, I methodically wash up and center my emotions. Scalpel poised over the patient’s chest, I exchange an anticipatory look with Dr. Kumari across the table. We work in seamless unison, anticipating each other’s moves through long practice. The atmosphere in the OR hums with purpose and focus like electricity.

Here, we have the power to alter fates.

“Your love life should flow as smoothly as your incisions,” Arya jokes, her eyes twinkling above her surgical mask.

I roll my eyes in response. Now is not the time for distractions — lives hang in the balance. The heady thrill of surgery is the only romance I have time for these days.

With quiet efficiency, we replace the diseased valve. The patient’s heart surges with renewed vigor when we finish. One more life saved.

Arya grins triumphantly across the table. “Chalk up another victory for Torres!”

I try to temper the swell of pride in my chest. It’s about the patient, not personal glory. But saving lives is what I live for, my sole purpose.

The tension dissipates like morning mist as relaxed laughter fills the OR. Yet when I return to my office, thoughts of mesmerizing sapphire eyes and a dazzling smile creep in unbidden.

It’s not the first time Nicole Hunt’s melodic voice has made me grin like a fool during her podcast. But seeing her in the flesh...wow, she’s even more captivating in person.

I shake my head, trying to clear it as I boot up my computer. I tell myself I just admire her masterful storytelling — making the mundane entertaining, spinning insignificant details into thrilling adventures.

Has my guarded heart chosen now to awaken? I repeat to myself that Nicole Hunt, tempting as she may be, has no place in my complicated life.

Yet I find myself typing her name into the search bar, staring at the studio portrait highlighting her aquamarine eyes and radiant smile.

“Holy fuck! Who’s the hot blonde?”

I startle as Dr. Kumari peers over my shoulder. “Arya, shouldn’t you be at the post-op celebration?”

“Board meeting later. Can’t show up drunk,” she shrugs. “So come on, tell me about this smoke show.”

“No one. Just a podcaster wanting an interview.” I close the tab, but Arya persists.

“An interview, eh? You gonna do it, right?”

“Absolutely not.”

“With eyes like those, I’d follow her anywhere. Even to the gates of hell.” She teases.

I roll my eyes. “And your wife will boot you out one of these days.”.

“Look, I’m not trying to meddle, but it’s been three years,” Arya says gently. “You deserve some companionship — real, deep companionship.”

“I’m fine on my own,” I sigh, the hollow words ringing false, and we both know it.

“You deserve to be happy. Carla would’ve wanted that for you.” Hearing my late wife’s name steals my breath. “I know you’re scared to love again, but you can’t let fear hold you back forever.”

I look away. “It’s not that simple.”

“Believe me, I get it. I was terrified of commitment, too. Shit, nobody was more terrified than me,” she admits. “But then I met Patricia. You just need to find the right person.”

I raise an eyebrow. “You think the podcaster is the right person?”

Arya shrugs. “I don’t know, but she seems to have something special about her.” A grin spreads across her face. “Show me that photo again?”

“You’re incorrigible,” I chuckle but pull up Nicole’s profile picture once more. Those aquamarine eyes staring out from the screen quicken my pulse.

Arya squeezes my shoulder comfortingly. “It’s okay to be scared, but don’t let fear rob you of happiness. That’s not what Carla would’ve wanted.”

With that, she leaves me alone with my thoughts. I know she’s right — I’m using work to avoid the terror of trying to love again. Romance never came naturally to me; I was awkward and clumsy until Carla taught me tenderness. She had endless patience, always reassuring our love was forever...if only ‘forever’ hadn’t ended so soon.




Chapter 4
Nicole Hunt

“Let me guess — Dr. Torres troubles again?” Rachel asks, noting my fury as I storm into our shared apartment.

“That arrogant, pompous woman!” I fume. “She left me standing there looking like an idiot, didn’t even let me explain.”

I flop onto the couch with a huff, Rachel settling beside me. “I don’t know why you’re so obsessed with her. Clearly, she doesn’t care about your podcasts or anything besides surgery, for that matter.”

“You know her, you should be helping me get her on the show,” I protest.

Rachel sighs. “Why chase someone not interested when there are eager doctors at the hospital?”

“She’s brilliant, prestigious. She could educate people, save lives. Instead, she hides at the hospital like a hermit!” I complain.

“Oh, I see,” Rachel murmurs knowingly.

“See what?” I demand.

“Oh, nothing.”

I nudge her shoulder. “Spit it out. I know you’re dying to tell me.”

“Promise you won’t get mad?”

“Just tell me!”

“I think you see it as a challenge. Dr. Torres’s refusals just make you more determined to get her on the podcast.”

I shift uncomfortably. “Maybe a little.”

“And there’s more...” Rachel peers at me hesitantly.

“There’s nothing more.”

“You think she’s hot.”

“Don’t be stupid,” I scoff.

“She’s totally your type. That brooding, untouchable vibe you find so alluring. And let’s be real, she’s gorgeous.” Rachel winks.

“You’re being ridiculous,” I mutter half-heartedly.

“Just promise you won’t do anything crazy. She’s my boss. I have to work with her.”

“I solemnly swear not to stalk Dr. Torres in any illegal manner,” I joke, hand raised as if in court.

Rachel smiles and shakes her head. “Just don’t make me regret this. Promise?”

“Promise,” I concede. “So, what’s your brilliant idea?”

“The hospital’s having its annual gala next Saturday. My date canceled last minute, but I already paid for dinner. Wasn’t going to go, but...” she trails off.

My eyes widen. “Dr. Torres will be there?”

“Yeah, along with other cardiologists, but-”

I cut Rachel off with a hug. “You’d do that for me?”

“Better than going alone, I guess,” she laughs.

“Too bad you’re not into girls. We’d make a good pair,” I tease.

“Remember, no scenes with Dr. Torres,” Rachel warns.

“Who do you take me for?”

She raises an eyebrow.

“Oh, hush,” I retort, tossing a pillow at her.

“I’m dead serious. No sarcastic comments, no forehead vein bulging in anger. I can’t lose my job over this.”

“My forehead vein does not bulge!” I protest, though I instinctively reach up to feel for it.

Rachel gives me a pointed look.

“Okay, okay. I’ll be on my best behavior with the mysterious Dr. Torres and find another cardiologist for the podcast. Thai food to celebrate?”

***

Sprawled on the couch, sharing a plate of Kai Tod, Rachel insists that I focus on another surgeon to bring as a guest on the show.

“You’ve got to bring Arya Kumari, seriously,” she says, digging into one of the chicken wings dipped in garlic and parsley. “She’d love to speak on the show, and she’s super funny. She is an excellent surgeon. OMG, and as soon as she sees you, she’ll say yes. I have no doubt about that.”

“Tell me you didn’t just say that, please; I hope it’s the wine,” I joke, rolling my eyes.

“It’s just the truth.”

“Are you still determined to set me up with a doctor? Is that Arya any hot?” I ask, raising my eyebrows.

“Very hot. But she’s married, so don’t get your hopes up, although I think she’s a great choice for the podcast,” Rachel concludes before diving for the last of the Kai Tod chicken wings.  




Chapter 5
Inés Torres

As I perch anxiously on the sofa, the antique clock’s hands seem to creep in slow motion. I never should’ve let Arya make me an online dating profile. Now my palms sweat as I await my supposed date, who is already late. For a woman who measures time by heartbeats, such tardiness is an unforgivable defect.

Arya insists this is the modern way to meet people, and judging by the flood of requests I’ve received, it must be true. I’ve always been awkward at flirting, and online dating baffles me. Perhaps I’m learning the modern way to get stood up, since my date is nowhere to be seen.

I catch my reflection in the window. I’ve gotten all dressed up for nothing. Last time I listen to Arya’s advice. An hour choosing each hairpin and dab of makeup, picking the perfect outfit, only to be jilted by a woman whose profile picture probably isn’t even real.

I’m not sure any of this is worth the trouble. I’m content on my own. I’m too old for meeting strange women online for whirlwind one night stands.

I miss Carla deeply. If I found someone like her, someone who truly understood me, I wouldn’t mind a long term relationship. This whole situation might be comical if it wasn’t so pathetic — I mend hearts for a living, yet I can’t seem to heal my own.

The ping of an incoming message startles me. My date may be real after all, merely late.

“Sorry I’m late, I got held up,” she apologizes as I open the garden door.

I smile and look her up and down. She doesn’t seem to have lied — she’s the same woman as in the photos, if slightly less stunning in real life. I suppose she used her most flattering picture.

“Wow, what a gorgeous house!” she exclaims, gaping at the pool as if she’s never seen one before. “What do you do for a living that you can afford a place like this?”

“I’d rather not say,” I murmur, glancing away.

“No problem. Hey, can we go for a swim later?” She points eagerly. “I always had a fantasy about skinny dipping at night, but none of my friends have a pool.”

I simply shrug and smile, caught off guard by her question.

“You’re not much of a talker, are you?”

“I tend to be on the quiet side,” I confess, growing uneasy.

I’m a control freak, and this is clearly outside my comfort zone.

“No problem, I can chat enough for both of us,” she jokes.

“Listen,” I interrupt, “this is just one night — there’s no chance of anything more. You understand that, right?”

“I think I got the point the other five times you mentioned it while we were messaging on the dating app.”

Good, at least we’re clear on that.

“Did you play volleyball?” she asks, pausing at a photo of me with Carla.

“In college, yes.”

“See, we already have things in common,” she assures me. “I played in high school. I didn’t go to college. What did you study?”

“Again, I’d rather not say,” I reply, forcing a smile I’m not sure she buys.

“Oh right, got it. You are probably a lawyer or something.”

“Maybe something like that,” I murmur.

“Can you at least tell me what position you played? Or is that top secret, too?”

Her questions only heighten my anxiety, though I’m not sure why. I guess a little small talk is expected before a one night stand.

I should have anticipated this, though I’ve never liked talking about myself. It’s even worse now.

Listening, I can do well, but talking, not so much — at least not without complete trust.

“I was a setter,” I answer.

“I played libero — I’m sure you can guess why from my height,” she jokes. “That tall woman in the photo...she was your college girlfriend?”

“My wife.”

“Whoa, wait. You’re married? Is that why you keep insisting this is a one-time thing? Because I don’t mess around with marriages. Been there before, and it only caused problems,” she asserts, crossing her arms.

“I’m not married.”

“Divorced then?”

“Widowed.”

“Damn, I’m so sorry,” she says, pulling me into a long embrace. “It must be awful losing your wife so young. What happened, a car accident?”

“I’d rather not...”

“Right, got it, you’d rather not say. It’s okay. She played volleyball too, I see.”

“She was a spiker. We argued over a set I said was good, and she said it was bad and ended up making love that night. That’s how it all began,” I confess, unsure why I’m telling her how Carla and I first got together.

“Do you have kids?”

“Shall we go to the bedroom?” I suggest, uneasy with so many questions.

“I can see you’re a very romantic person,” she snorts, rolling her eyes. “Okay, let’s get down to business.”

I lead my date into the bedroom, and for some reason, her comment refuses to leave my head. Yes, I am a romantic person. Very. But right now, I don’t feel comfortable.

“Fuck, you’re in a hurry, huh?” she exclaims as she sees that I’ve started to undress.

Luckily, she shrugs her shoulders and, in turn, starts to remove her clothes. I have to admit that she has spectacular tits, although maybe it’s just that I’ve been too long without a woman by my side.

“Do I make you so nervous that you keep twisting your hair around your finger? You’re going to go bald,” she whispers, leaning close to me to caress the contours of my breasts with her knuckles.

A long sigh is all my response. My nipples harden at the touch, and my breathing quickens. She smiles, aware of the effect she is having on me.

“You haven’t done it for a long time, right?” she hisses.

“Too long,” I nod.

“Let yourself go, okay? I want you to relax and enjoy my every touch. You don’t need to do anything for the moment,” my date proposes.

And for the first time all night, her words soothe me. I close my eyes, concentrating on the soft touch of her fingers around my areola, on the tip of her tongue running over my lips, on the warmth of her skin on mine.

“Shit! What the fuck is that?” she squeaks suddenly, jumping up on the bed.

“It’s okay, it’s just Komodo. It’s totally harmless,” I assure her, raising my hands in the air.

“Can you get that critter out of here?” my date insists nervously.

I nod quickly and take Komodo out of the room. For a few moments, I hesitate to explain to her that it’s just a harmless iguana that has grown too big. Despite its name, it’s not a Komodo dragon or anything similar, but I figure the explanation isn’t really necessary. You don’t suppose I have one of those critters in the house.

Carla insisted on buying it five years ago, and it is a very easy pet to take care of. I wouldn’t be able to get rid of it.

“I’m sorry,” I say, closing the bedroom door.

“That’s all right. Where were we?” she asks with a seductive wink.

My date smiles and lays me down on my back on the mattress. Soon, her tongue slides around my nipples, giving me goosebumps, while one of her hands slips between my legs as if to check how turned on I am.

“Wow, you are really in the mood!” she teases, gently biting my left nipple between her lips.

A long moan is all my response, though the smile that forges on her face makes it clear that it’s the right answer. With another moan, I instinctively spread my legs, feeling one of her fingers press against the entrance to my pussy, and I let out a cry of pleasure when she slips it inside me.

“I needed it,” I confess between gasps.

I clench my hand and bite down on my fist, lost in the pleasure my date is giving me, thinking that maybe this dating app thing isn’t such a bad idea after all... when the door bursts open.

“Fuck, is there anyone else?” My date squeals, dropping to her knees on the mattress and covering her breasts with an agility worthy of her best days as a libero.

“It’s Dario.”

“Who the fuck is Dario?” she asks fearfully when she doesn’t see anyone.

“It’s a friend’s cat. She asked me to take care of him while she’s in Los Angeles at a congress of... well, at a congress.”

“I can’t believe this,” she protests. “Can you take the cat out and close the door?”

“It wouldn’t do any good.”

“How so?”

“Dario knows how to open doors. He hangs on the handle until he opens them. It’s like his little obsession. As soon as he sees a door is closed, he tries to open it,” I explain, remembering Arya’s cat’s uncanny ability to get into rooms.

My date rolls her eyes dramatically, shakes her head, and asks me to lie back down on the bed to pick up where we left off.

Luckily, I am so aroused that it doesn’t take me long to be ready, and her fingers slide inside me with ease. She enters me very slowly, kissing my neck, whispering in my ear, driving me crazy with pleasure. This woman may talk too much, but I must admit she is a marvel in bed, and every time her palm brushes my clit, she transports me to paradise.

“Fuck! Holy shit!” she suddenly shouts, just as I was beginning to feel an orgasm building inside me.

“What now...?”

“That fucking cat bit my toe,” my date protests.

“Sometimes it does,” I apologize. “If you want, the bathroom door has a latch. We can go in there and...”

“Stop it! Just forget it, I’m leaving. I’m done. This is officially the worst date I’ve ever had in my entire life.”

“Please...”

I don’t even know what to say. At this point, I hate Arya’s cat with all my being. I just needed a little more time. I just sit on the bed, naked, watching as my date rummages through the floor for her clothes and prepares to leave the house, pleading with my eyes for her to stay.

“Look, you seem like a nice person,” she whispers, kissing my forehead. “But you’d better make changes in your life. I think you need them,” she adds, nodding before leaving the bedroom.




Chapter 6
Inés Torres

My heart flutters as Arya points towards the entrance, a mischievous glint in her eyes. “Bet you ten bucks there’s going to be a show pretty soon.”

I swallow hard, blinking rapidly. I can hardly believe my eyes. There’s Jackie Stone, looking furious as if she’d rather be in hell than at this hospital charity gala. Behind her stalks Sarah, her girlfriend, and Sarah’s mother, both wearing deep scowls.

“They’re at our table,” I murmur with a shrug.

“I’d say there’s a 90% chance Sarah’s mom chucks a wine glass at Jackie before dessert,” Arya jokes, her voice smooth and melodic.

I bite my lip to suppress a smile. “Or at you. You’re not exactly her favorite person either.”

Arya’s eyes sparkle with mischief. “I’m going to bring Jackie a drink to help get her through this painful dinner.”

She grabs a couple glasses off a passing tray. The sound of her laughter trails behind her as she sashays away.

Now seated at the table, I see Arya’s likely to win her bet.

Sarah’s mom points at Jackie. “Sweetie, please tell that doctor the fish they just served belongs to me.”

Jackie rolls her eyes with a long-suffering sigh. “Tell your mother I also ordered fish,” she says, using Sarah as a messenger.

I struggle not to laugh at how ridiculous this is, but Arya makes no such effort. She covers her face with a napkin, shoulders shaking.

Sarah’s mom glares as if ready to hurl something. “Dr. Kumari, you find it amusing that they served my meal to someone else?”

Arya puts up a hand, wiping tears as she fights for composure. Her laughter is infectious. I press my lips together, but can’t help grinning.

“Sorry, I was just remembering how a stray cat got into the cardiology unit last week,” she lies smoothly.

In truth, that was last year, but she spins the tale so vividly it seems brand new. Crisis averted, for now.

“Damn, it was pandemonium! Nurses running everywhere, patients poking their heads out, asking what was happening, and Dr. Patel, our resident cat whisperer, was darting about, chasing the poor feline. It was a sight to behold.”

Jackie queries, “How’d it get in?”

She knows very well. But for her, it’s safer to let Arya keep the conversation flowing than face another round with her future mother-in-law.

“Some jackass left a window ajar for a smoke, and the cat leaped in from one of the towering trees at the hospital’s rear,” Arya explains.

The table erupts into laughter as Arya mimics Dr. Patel’s cat-chasing antics, including his distinctive accent; Arya’s parents are from India, after all. The tale wraps up with the good doctor crashing into a gurney and the cat making its exit the same way it came. The tension at the dining table evaporates completely. Even Sarah’s mom cracks a smile.

Luckily, we make it to dessert without any noteworthy incidents while Arya chatters on about the hospital’s new surgical robot she’s dubbed ‘The Terminator.’ My eyes wander and land on an absolutely stunning blonde, almost causing me to choke on my wine.

“What’s she doing here?” I ask, nudging Arya in the ribs, who looks at me, surprised.

And there she is. Nicole Hunt, in the flesh, chatting with the insufferable Dr. Lowe, who seems thrilled to be seen with her.

“Who? The podcaster? Rachel invited her. They apparently share an apartment.”

I down my wine in one gulp and let out a huff. It all makes sense now. That woman has been using my intern to get to me.

“Go talk to her, you dumbass,” Arya whispers, pulling me out of my thoughts.

“Leave me alone.”

“She’s drop-dead gorgeous, and you can’t take your eyes off her. Don’t be a fool,” Arya insists.

I smooth out my dress repeatedly, feeling self-conscious under my friend’s insistence.

“I have nothing to say to her. I’ve already told her I won’t be on her podcast, and that’s the end of it.”

“You should hurry...”

Arya hums a nameless tune as we watch Nicole laugh at a secret Lowe whispers into her ear. Suddenly, a pang strikes me, oddly akin to jealousy.

The podcaster could’ve stepped straight out of a fashion magazine, donning a black dress that hugs each curve flawlessly. I fight back a wave of nausea as Lowe’s beady eyes fixate on her tits.

“For someone who doesn’t care, you’re turning quite scarlet,” Arya points out.

“It’s Lowe I can’t stand, nothing more,” I sigh.

Truthfully, what irks me is being blatantly ignored after she pursued me relentlessly for a spot in her program. I know I deserve it, but for some reason, it strikes a blow to my pride.

“She prefers women, in case you want to know,” Arya whispers, leaning in closer.

“And you know this from your spider senses?”

“I know this because Rachel Harris told me. She was with a couple of men years ago, but it’s only women since then. She’s single, too. If you’re interested. You’re welcome, jerk.”

“Her sexual preferences are none of my business,” I snap, but as the music starts, my spirits plummet.

Lowe, the cretin, takes her hand and leads her to the dance floor. Nicole seems delighted, places her hands on his shoulders, and molds herself to his form. I feel like throwing up again.

“Come for a moment; I want you to meet someone,” Arya signals, rising from the table.

I follow her, surprised we’re cutting across the dance floor to an unknown destination. But my initial shock is nothing compared to what happens next. Without hesitation, Arya approaches Lowe, grabs Nicole by the waist, and pulls her away.

Nicole looks taken aback but smiles and goes along. I’m not sure who looks more foolish, Lowe or me, frozen in the middle of the dance floor while Arya and Nicole dance just yards away. At least Lowe has the decency to storm off towards the bar, visibly upset.

“Do we know each other?” the podcaster inquires.

“Arya Kumari.”

“Ah, the famous Dr. Kumari.”

“Fame precedes me,” Arya teases. “Believe it or not, I’m doing you a massive favor. Now, I must go, but I leave you in good hands,” she gestures, leading her towards me. I think it would be a good time for the earth to open up and swallow me whole.




Chapter 7
Inés Torres

The music pulses around us, but all I feel is her body swaying against mine. Nicole moves with feline grace, her impossibly high heels gliding across the dance floor. Me? I’m a newborn giraffe, all gangly legs and awkward angles.

“Relax,” she whispers, her curls tickling my cheek. “Just feel the rhythm.”

Easier said than done with my palms sweating like this. One slippery move, and we’ll both hit the deck. Dancing has never been my forte, and I haven’t set foot on a dance floor since Carla...

I shake the thought away. “It’s been a while,” I say with an apologetic grin.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Arya elbow Jackie, the two of them snickering as they watch my uncertain steps. Oh, Arya, you’re so dead.

But Nicole either doesn’t notice or pretends not to. “You’re getting the hang of it. A fast learner.”

Her encouragement wraps around me like a warm blanket, thawing my frozen nerves. And when I meet those light blue eyes, the rest of the world fades away. Her smile melts my icy barriers, leaving me raw and exposed in a way I’ve avoided for so long.

Her hand slips into mine, our fingers interlacing. I fight back a sigh as her other hand comes to rest lightly on my hip.

“Let the music move you,” she murmurs.

If only it were that easy. My heartbeat pounds out a frantic rhythm as anxiety threatens to sabotage this perfect moment. I’ve never been good at this, at letting go and feeling the music. While Nicole flows effortlessly, I’m a bumbling mess, relying on her lead.

But when I get lost in those blue eyes and feel the brush of her curls on my neck, none of that seems to matter.

Her eyes find mine again, that intense gaze making me tremble. No one has looked at me like that since...well, since Carla. But maybe it’s just my foolish heart seeing what it wants to see.

I’d almost forgotten how incredible this feels — two bodies moving as one. It’s been so long since I let a woman see the real me behind the white coat and scalpel.

Yet it feels strangely right here with Nicole, gliding across the dance floor, her breasts brushing mine. Like I was meant to end up here with her, the missing piece of my life’s puzzle finally sliding into place.

Get a grip, Inés. We just met, and it’s not like we got off to the best start. In a song or two, she’ll tire of me, and we’ll go our separate ways.

“Can I ask you something?” I say on impulse.

“Yeah, of course.”

“Why is a heart health special so important for a lifestyle podcast?”

“It’s for Heart Month,” she replies simply.

“I get that, but still...”

A shadow crosses her face so quickly that I almost miss it. She glances down, and when her eyes meet mine again, they glisten with unshed tears.

“It’s for my mother,” she says softly. “She had a major heart attack. At first, the doctors said her heart was too damaged.”

Nicole pauses, the moment stretching endlessly. She struggles to maintain composure, and I squeeze her hand instinctively.

“That’s when we met Dr. Anna Shepard in Boston. Her care gave my mom extra years, and every day was a gift.” Her voice wavers with restrained emotion.

I just smile softly. I’m about to tell her I know Dr. Anna Shepard is a gifted physician, but Nicole already knows that. We doctors don’t often consider how our work impacts not just patients, but their loved ones too.

“You see, heart health is personal for me. That’s why I want to do a special segment this month,” she explains with a shy grin.

“Your mother would be so proud.”

Nicole squeezes my hand gratefully. At that moment, I feel a pang of regret for declining her podcast offer.

“Nicole, I owe you an apology,” I begin, steadying my nerves. “I misjudged you. Your work is important. I thought you just wanted some famous cardiologist to gain listeners, but I was wrong. I’m sorry.”

She pulls back slightly, eyebrows raised in surprise.

“I’d be happy to appear on your show,” I announce.

A proud smile graces her lips. Suddenly, she embraces me, catching me off guard. It’s a sincere, grateful hug, but it leaves me frozen nonetheless.

“Thank you,” she whispers in my ear. “Unfortunately, I already accepted Dr. Lowe’s offer.”

Just like that, the song ends, and I’m left standing stunned on the dance floor. Nicole gently nudges my shoulder.

“I enjoyed our dance,” she says with a playful wink. “Maybe you can come to my podcast next year if you’re not too busy.”

I force a smile, though I’m sure it looks more like a grimace. As she sashays away, the sway of her black dress hypnotic, she glances back to give me a shy smile that quickens my pulse.

I slump into my seat, watching that idiot Lowe already moving in on Nicole again.

“Tough luck,” Arya snickers.

“Not in the mood,” I grumble back. But even as I sip my drink, I can’t take my eyes off Nicole.

“Not in the mood, not in the mood,” Arya sings in a childish tone. “If you hadn’t played so hard to get, tonight you’d be the one taking her to bed.”

“I hope Lowe doesn’t take her to bed,” I grumble.

“Yeah, me too. But you snooze, you lose, dumbass.”

“I don’t know how your wife puts up with you.”

“Get mad all you want, but that idiot doctor is trying to grab your girl’s ass as we speak. Bet he’s getting a stiffy, the pig.”

I let out an undignified snort I instantly regret. The thought of Lowe making love to Nicole makes my blood boil.

“She’s not my girl,” I sigh. “She’s a grown woman. If she wants to make a mistake with an idiot like Lowe, that’s her choice.”

“Grown woman, grown woman,” Arya mocks. “Give me a break.”

“Damn it, Arya.”

“Look, you clearly like this girl. I haven’t seen you into someone this way since...” Her words trail off.

“It’s different this time.”

“Yeah, because you’re scared. But sometimes you’ve gotta say screw fear and go for it anyway.” She elbows me lightly.

I shake my head. “I don’t stand a chance with a woman like her.”

Arya heaves a sigh, stretching her arms overhead. “Trust me, she couldn’t take her eyes off you on the dance floor. You just need to sack up and make your move before it’s too late. Because fate is a fickle bitch. The love of your life might show up years too early or too late. You gotta seize the moment.”

“You really think so?”

“No doubt. What’ve you got to lose?”

I glance back at Nicole, her smile lighting up the room. Maybe I should stop overthinking this and just follow my heart for once.




Chapter 8
Nicole Hunt

“You did what?” Rachel exclaims, clutching her head.

“It’s just to make her jealous. I want her to pay for being so awful to me,” I explain.

Rachel raises a skeptical eyebrow. “Jealous? That woman is like a cactus. She’ll think it’s your problem, not hers. She asked, you declined, end of story.”

Suddenly, my brilliant plan to tell Dr. Inés Torres I’d already booked Dr. Lowe for the podcast doesn’t seem so brilliant.

“How could you say that after hounding her for weeks?” Rachel demands, hands on her hips.

“I don’t know,” I admit, flopping onto the couch. “She seemed so arrogant at the café when I first met her. I just wanted to knock her down a peg.”

“By lying?”

“It wasn’t thought through, okay?”

Rachel sighs heavily. “This could cost me my job. Why not call her back and say you want her after all?”

I wince. “That might be a little awkward now.”

“Better awkward than deceitful.”

“I think it’s too late. I have to see this through.”

Rachel shakes her head, thinking I’m an idiot, but calling Dr. Torres backpedaling now would be mortifying. I made this bed; it is time to lie in it. Surely, Dr. Lowe will do fine, especially if any female listeners call in.

“Dr. Lowe speaking,” he answers in a rehearsed, smarmy tone when I call.

I resist the urge to gag. Everything about him oozes arrogance and chauvinism. But I dug this hole myself.

“Dr. Lowe, I’d love for you to do a special heart health segment for my podcast this month,” I say as brightly as I can manage.

“Weren’t we on a first name basis, Nicole?” he interrupts. Of course, we were Dr. Pompous.

“Right...Brad,” I respond, feeling queasy already. “As I was saying—”

“Why don’t you stop by the hospital this afternoon? I’ll give you a tour of cardiology, and we can discuss details.”

“Um, sure. Around 5?”

“Perfect,” he says before abruptly hanging up.

I want to vomit. This hospital visit is the last thing I want, but I guess I’ll have to grin and bear it.

“There’s some things you should know about Dr. Lowe before you see him,” Rachel warns.

“He told me to call him Brad.”

“And so it begins...”.

“Begins what?” I ask warily.

“His seduction process,” Rachel warns. “To him, you’re just a conquest. He has a reputation for... let’s say, coming on to any woman with a pulse. He’ll tell you you’re special, one of a kind, but it’s all lies. We at the hospital joke he keeps a journal tallying his exploits, then brags about them in exaggerated detail to his buddies.”

I sigh heavily. “What a catch Dr. Lowe is.”

“So don’t be alone with him, and don’t fall for his tricks,” Rachel cautions, wagging her finger at me.

“Ugh, what a pig.”

“I don’t want you becoming hospital gossip fodder, got it?”

“Message received loud and clear. No private time with Dr. Octopus.”

I had zero intention of doing anything with Lowe, but now I’m doubly resolved to keep my distance. Guys like him disgust me.

When I arrive at cardiology, he’s leaning against the wall trying and failing to look suave.

“Nicole! So glad you came,” he says, leering at my eyes, then my tits. Subtlety clearly isn’t his strong suit.

“Hi Brad, thanks for the tour.”

As we walk, it’s more than obvious he’s more interested in bragging about himself and making clumsy passes than actually showing me anything. I find myself scanning the halls, hoping to see Dr. Torres, but no such luck.

“I don’t want to take up too much of your valuable time,” I say, trying to end this nightmare quickly. I was so, so wrong to do this.

“For you, I’ve always got time,” he purrs, standing much too close.

I have to fight back nausea as he finds excuses to stroke my arm and lower back repeatedly. At one point, he even tries to brush aside a lock of my hair, a pathetic ruse to touch my neck.

“We should continue this podcast talk over drinks,” Lowe suggests with what I guess he believes is an irresistible wink. “I’ll call you tomorrow?”

“I’m not sure I’ll be free,” I reply hurriedly, desperate to escape.

I rush through the halls, Rachel’s warnings about Dr. Lowe proven woefully inadequate. He’s an arrogant jerk lacking any social grace. And then, like a breath of fresh air, there she is after that awful visit.

For some reason, I can’t explain, my pulse quickens at the sight of Dr. Torres, memories of our dance at the hospital gala flooding back. I smile, remembering her touch, her hand in mine, her tits brushing against me as we moved together. Get it together, Nicole.

“Dr. Torres, hello,” I greet her, noticing she’s engrossed in a medical chart.

She glances up, surprised to see me. “What a coincidence running into you here!” I exclaim awkwardly.

“I work here,” she deadpans.

“Right, of course you do. I just meant it’s a big hospital, and we happened to... never mind.” Smooth, Nicole. Real smooth.

“I have a few free minutes. Would you like to grab a coffee?” she asks unexpectedly.

Her invitation catches me off guard. It’s the last thing I’d expect from the stoic doctor. But she seemed almost sweet during our dance. Maybe there’s more to her than the “cactus” Rachel described.

We sit at a secluded café table, and she watches me thoughtfully like she wants to say something but can’t find the words.

“I heard you met with Lowe earlier,” she finally says in a hushed voice.

“I did.” Gossip sure spreads fast around here.

“How was it?”

“Let’s just say...a bit overly...”

“Friendly?” she questions, eyebrow raised knowingly.

“Something like that, yeah,” I admit.

“He’s a jackass,” Dr. Torres states bluntly.

“I didn’t mean to imply—”

“But I do. Be careful with him. I know it’s not my place, but he’s bad news.”

Her protective warning surprises me. It’s one thing coming from Rachel; we’ve been friends since kindergarten, after all, but from a doctor I barely know? Still, her concern is touching.

“I don’t think he’ll be on my podcast. I don’t feel comfortable,” I confess with a shrug.

“Wise choice. His medical knowledge is that of a first year med student, and his ego belongs in the opera.”

I laugh. “I see you two are close.”

She merely arches her brow but doesn’t elaborate, realizing she’s said too much already.

“Is your podcast offer still on the table?” I ask shyly.

A gorgeous smile lights up her face. “I’m all yours.”

She reddens, realizing the unintended double meaning. I find it adorable.

“Maybe we could meet for coffee, get to know each other first? I’ve found that always improves the recording.”

She pauses, seeming to gather her courage. “Why not come over for dinner tomorrow? I’ll cook something casual, and we’ll have plenty of time to talk in a relaxed setting.”

Though she tries to appear nonchalant, I can tell the invitation makes her nervous. I’m starting to like this flustered version of Dr. Torres, not the cold robot Rachel described.

“That would be perfect. What time should I come by?”

“Eight? I’ll send you the address.”

“It’s a date...well, you know what I mean,” I add playfully with a wink that makes her smile.




Chapter 9
Inés Torres

My heart skips a beat at the sound of the doorbell — right on time. I’d worried she might be late, but her punctuality is a good sign.

“Please, come in,” I offer, memories of my disastrous app date resurfacing unbidden.

This isn’t a date, of course, but I hope it goes much smoother than that fiasco. For safety’s sake, Komodo is locked in his terrarium, and I returned Arya’s cat to her.

“Wow, I love your garden. You take such good care of it,” Nicole remarks, trailing her fingers along a leaf.

“I wish I could take credit, but a landscaping company handles everything,” I admit.

I give her a quick house tour, figuring it’s expected. I never understood that social convention. To me, it makes no sense to show your house to whoever visits it. Nicole seems mildly interested until we reach the kitchen.

“This kitchen is amazing!” she exclaims, taking it all in.

It’s the one room, along with my bedroom, where I spend most of my time when I’m at home.

“I love cooking when I can. It’s very relaxing,” I tell her.

“We should cook together sometime,” she suggests. “What culinary delight are you making tonight?”

I explain it’s just a simple pasta dish since time was short. Truthfully, I agonized over what to prepare. I didn’t want anything too elaborate and show-offy, but also not too basic. Arya suggested a classic, uncomplicated carbonara with my own twist.

I hold my breath as Nicole takes her first bite, twirling the creamy pasta onto her fork. I sought out the best ingredients — free-range eggs, Pecorino Romano cheese, guanciale, and a dusting of black pepper. Simple components that intermingle in mouth-watering harmony.

As the fork disappears between her lips, Nicole closes her eyes for a moment, and I swear I hear distant church bells chime.

I can’t contain my beaming smile when she opens them again, raising her eyebrows in delight. I see that childlike wonder of experiencing something special for the first time in her expressive eyes. It’s like a small child discovering chocolate.

“This is incredible,” she murmurs after swallowing the blissful bite....

“I’m glad you like it,” I reply shyly. “I worried it might be too simple.”

“Simple? If you don’t want to talk heart health on the podcast, you could discuss cooking instead,” she jokes.

Dinner flows naturally, as if we’re old friends reunited rather than near strangers. Before I know it, we’re lounging in poolside hammocks beneath the moonlight, Mimosas in hand.

“The fresh orange juice takes it to another level. I’d only had them with bottled juice before, but this is so much better,” Nicole says, taking a long sip.

The citrusy aroma mingles with the cool night breeze and subtle chlorine from the pool as champagne bubbles dance on my tongue. Mimosas are deceivingly innocent drinks but quickly warm my body.

Nicole’s laughter is melodic and contagious as she recounts college exploits. My own days seem so far away now...

By our third round, giggles grow louder, gazes linger longer, bodies inch closer. Pool lights dance in her aquamarine eyes, transforming them into mesmerizing works of art.

Nicole brushes a lock of hair behind my ear, a simple yet electrifying gesture. My skin tingles, impossible to ignore.

Moonlight caresses her skin, and I must resist the urge to reach out and feel its softness. My furtive glances stretch on, wondering how long I can admire her beauty before seeming creepy. I smile every time Nicole’s nose crinkles in laughter, when she purses her lips around the glass rim, as she twirls strands of hair around her finger.

“Rachel says you’re an amazing surgeon. What made you choose cardiac?” she suddenly asks, breaking the comfortable silence.

Rachel Harris. Whether to kill or reward my resident, I’m unsure.

“My dad died of a heart attack when I was thirteen,” I explain with a wistful sigh. “It was sudden, unexpected. Left an impression, I suppose.”

Her eyes soften, and she covers my hand with hers, stroking with her thumb. Her touch is comforting.

“I’m sorry, Inés,” she whispers.

“It was hard back then. I was just a kid, but hey, it gave me a career,” I reply, forcing levity over painful memories.

She squeezes my hand understandingly. “We’ve both lost a parent to heart attacks.”

I keep Carla’s story to myself for now. Tonight isn’t for sorrow; it’s for living. For Nicole and her enchanting smile that makes me tremble every time...

“What would you be doing on a regular night if I wasn’t here?” Nicole asks.

“I’d probably be swimming laps before bed,” I admit. “It helps me unwind.”

“A mermaid in your spare time, I see. You’re a woman of many talents,” she teases.

“It’s my secret identity outside the OR. I’m versatile.”

“Swimming under the moonlight must be magical,” Nicole muses.

“Is that a challenge?”

“I’d say yes, though I can’t bring myself to skinny dip with you, even after three cocktails.” She jokes.

“What if I lend you a swimsuit?”

She arches an eyebrow. “Are you serious?”

I grin. “Why not?”

When Nicole emerges in the bikini, I find it impossible to look away from her body.

“Eyes front, tiger,” she whispers, smiling and trailing a finger along my chin before diving in.

I slip into the water after her, laughing as she splashes me playfully. She’s giddy as a child, pure joy radiating from her smile. We swim, joke, and try to dunk each other.

Then everything slows down. Laughter fades to loaded silence. Our eyes lock, bodies close. I watch her chest rise and fall, my own heart racing as I grip her hips.

Nicole takes a small step, eliminating the distance between us. Her parted lips so near, thighs brushing, breasts grazing mine. I tilt my neck, lips a hair’s width from hers.

“Best stop there, hot stuff,” she murmurs.

I pull back, stunned. I was so sure she wanted this, too. Instead...

“I had an amazing time, Inés. You’ve shown me a side of you far from the Dr. Torres I imagined, but we should stop now, okay?”

“Of course.” I try to conceal my bewilderment.

“You’re an incredible woman,” she says, squeezing my hand and kissing my cheek before climbing out and heading inside the house to change.

I float there, watching her retreat, desire and confusion swirling inside me. I thought we shared something special tonight. But if she says stop, I’ll respect her wishes.  




Chapter 10
Nicole Hunt

Podcast day leaves me a bundle of nerves. Will the fun, flirtatious Inés from last night appear, or the arrogant Dr. Torres from our first meeting?

Having her alone in my apartment also makes me jittery. I converted a room into a recording studio and have hosted other guests countless times. It should feel routine. But after our heated pool moment, nothing about today feels ordinary.

I wish Rachel wasn’t on hospital duty. She helped tidy up. Dr. Torres is Rachel’s boss, after all. Still, having Inés here without my best friend feels strange.

When I open the door, I’m stunned. I told Inés we were only recording audio, yet she arrives looking boardroom ready in a perfectly tailored suit that highlights every curve. Meanwhile, I’m in shorts and a tee, feeling extremely underdressed. My sandals can’t compete with her heels, nor can I hide the toothpaste stain on my sleeve I just noticed.

She seems far more tense than last night, though I can’t tell if it’s podcast jitters or lingering awkwardness from our goodbye.

After an uneasy silence, I work up the courage to break the ice. “Hi Inés, come on in!”

“You have a lovely home,” she offers politely.

“Not as big as yours, but it’s home,” I reply, fidgeting nervously.

“I like it. It has character.”

I laugh awkwardly. “That’s one word for it.”

We share an uncomfortable pause, both unsure what to say, so I steer us toward the studio.

“This is where the magic happens,” I announce, injecting false brightness into my voice. “Ready for your podcast debut?”

“I think so,” she says with a hesitant smile. “First time doing something like this.”

“Don’t worry, you’ll do great,” I assure her. “Just be yourself.”

“You think so?”

“Absolutely. It comes through in your voice if you’re forcing it. From what Rachel says, your patients adore you. Our listeners will, too.”

That seems to relax Inés slightly. The initial discomfort fades somewhat, replaced by anticipation.

Soon, her eyes focus on the recording equipment, a mix of curiosity and apprehension on her face.

“How does all this work?” she asks, gesturing at the microphones and headphones connected to the computer tower.

I smile, happy to discuss something I’m comfortable with. “It’s pretty straightforward once you get the hang of it. Want a quick tutorial?”

Inés nods, innate curiosity in her gaze.

“First, we have our mics,” I explain, indicating the two microphones on the table. “Each of us gets one, and they plug into this audio interface.”

Inés frowns at the interface, perplexed. “What does that do?”

“It’s like a middleman between the mics and computer. It converts our voices from analog sound waves into digital data the computer can process,” I explain. “It also controls our mic levels so we don’t blow out our listeners’ eardrums.” I joke.

“And the headphones?”

“So we can hear ourselves and each other as we talk. Helps get the right volume and tone. And in my TikTok videos, headphones make me look legit. Can’t make content without a gaming chair either,” I tease.

Inés smiles, visibly more at ease.

“When we start, I’ll hit record in this software,” I continue, pointing at the screen. “We’ll just chat, but with an audience of thousands. No pressure.”

“None at all,” Inés deadpans, arching an eyebrow.

“You’ll do amazing, I promise.”

And I’m right. Once we break the ice, we fall into an easy banter. Inés reveals a delightfully sarcastic sense of humor. But what captivates me most is the tenderness in her voice when discussing patient’s conditions.

Her every word ensnares me. She transforms statistics and medical jargon into beautiful stories of resilience. No wonder Rachel calls her one of the country’s best surgeons.

The real Inés Torres shines through — the woman who enthralled me poolside in the moonlight. And the more I uncover her intricate layers, the more consumed I am.

Everything is flowing perfectly until we open the lines for listener calls. Then, Dr. Torres becomes even more extraordinary. Her tone softens as she attentively hears each worry. She offers advice tailored to the individual, never condescending. These aren’t medical cases to her, but real people — with fears and dreams and beating hearts.

The first caller is an elderly man fretting about his recent bypass surgery.

“Howard, I know this is scary,” Dr. Torres soothes. “But I promise you’ll be back to your old self with time and following your cardiologist’s guidance. For now, make sure to take those countryside walks you mentioned. Bring the grandkids — it’ll be good for them and you, plus quality time together.”

Soon, she acts more like a psychologist than a cardiologist, buoying the man’s spirits until he profusely thanks her before hanging up.

The next call comes from an anxious middle-aged woman facing an impending angioplasty. Dr. Torres explains what to expect, peppering in anecdotes and statistics to put her at ease. By the call’s end, our listener is even joking about the operation.

I mostly let Inés steer the Q&A, interjecting when I can but content to let her work her magic.

The last caller is a young man recently fitted with a stent. No time remained for more, despite several callers waiting. Fortunately, Inés independently offers to do another episode to address unanswered questions.

“It’s hard feeling limited so young,” the man complains. “Any advice, Doctor Torres?”

Inés smiles kindly. “I know it’s difficult being the patient, especially at your age. But remember, that stent is giving you a second chance. Take it slowly, and appreciate life’s little joys. You’ll regain your energy and be back to your old self before you know it.”

Time flies by, and I am floating on a cloud when I end the broadcast. Inés’ compassion and wisdom moves me in a way I hadn’t expected. This glimpse of the real woman beneath the white coat leaves me craving more.

As we remove our headphones, our eyes meet. The air thickens between us, suddenly charged.

“You were amazing!” I gush, unable to contain my excitement.

“It was much easier than I expected,” Inés admits.

“If you ever tire of cardiac surgery, I think you have a future as a podcaster,” I joke.

She smiles, her eyes finding mine. The air grows charged between us like last night. She takes a deep breath and looks away.

“Did you mean it about a second episode?” I ask, hoping to diffuse the tension.

“Of course. My pleasure. We just need to find a time that works for both of us.”

Emboldened, I blurt, “Want to grab dinner tomorrow to celebrate the podcast’s success? My treat.”

Inés arches an elegant eyebrow. “Are you asking me on a date, Nicole Hunt?”

I exhale sharply, feeling my cheeks flame, but I tilt my head with a coy smile. She mirrors it, teeth tugging at her lower lip temptingly. My mind flashes back to our almost-kiss last night.

Before I can overthink, Inés leans in and gently brushes her lips against mine — briefly, but undeniably.

I touch my mouth in astonishment, tracing where she kissed me, unsure how to react.

“Sorry, I shouldn’t have presumed—” Inés stammers self-consciously.

“Aren’t you a little old to be stealing kisses?” I tease.

“I’m sorry, I don’t normally...it just happened and...”

“Hey, it was nice. Brief, but nice,” I admit.

Inés looks taken aback by my change of heart. “What happened to last night?”

“By the pool, it wasn’t for lack of wanting you, trust me. I was just unsure. But after getting to know you, I see you differently now. You must think I’m silly.”

We hold each other’s gaze, the rest of the world falling away. I watch her eyes drift to my lips hungrily, my pulse quickening in response.

“I’d love for you to know me better,” Inés murmurs, leaning closer.

She strokes my cheek, and I close my eyes, savoring her touch. As our lips meet tentatively, Inés pulls me against her. I thread my fingers through her hair, our kiss growing more heated as I swallow her soft moans.

“Want me to stop?” she pants, resting her forehead on mine.

“Seriously? Stop, and I’ll kill you,” I jest breathlessly.

She shakes her head with a charming smile before our lips meet again. I run my tongue along the inside of her lower lip, marveling at the softness of her skin, letting out a sigh as I feel her fingertips run along my collarbone.

Before I want to realize it, Inés pulls my shirt up, leaving it over the microphone, and one of her hands lifts the cup of my bra to caress my tits.

I can’t help but slip a hand between her legs, caressing her sex through the thin fabric of her pants as she brushes over it between moans.

“What’s that noise?” she suddenly asks.

“It’s just Rachel coming home from work. Close the door,” I whisper as I see she has gone very still.

“You may think it’s silly, but I don’t feel comfortable doing it with Rachel here,” Inés sighs.

“Don’t give me that shit! I suppose Rachel assumes her boss fucks, too, right? Rachel, come back in half an hour; I’m busy right now!” I squeal to the astonishment of Inés, who looks at me with wide eyes.   

“Tomorrow, we’ll meet for dinner, then?”

“You’re serious, aren’t you? You’re not staying the night? You’re leaving? Fuck, I’m not used to being left like this. I’ve just literally thrown myself into your arms, and you’re leaving me like this?

“I’ll make it up to you tomorrow, I promise,” Inés says, handing me my shirt to cover myself.

I bid her goodbye, a tornado of astonishment and fury swirling inside me. Mostly the latter. Though seeing Rachel’s shocked face when her boss emerges, with tousled hair and flushed cheeks, is priceless.

Inés mutters a quick greeting as she rushes past Rachel and out the door without another word.

“Don’t say anything, please,” I warn, seeing Rachel bite back laughter.

“You did it in the studio after the podcast?”

“I wish! She just left me high and dry. I barely got to second base before she bolted.”

“Damn.”

“Tell me about it. The first time that’s happened to me.”

“She has a reputation for being...odd,” Rachel says carefully. “I’d take it slow.”

“Odd, how?”

“Distant, obsessed with work. I’ve never heard of her having a relationship since her wife died three years ago.”

“Her wife?”

“I wasn’t working at the hospital yet, but the nurses say she used to be fun. Overworked but in love. They were trying for kids when it happened.”

Rachel pauses, hesitating.

“One day, while Dr. Torres was in surgery, her wife had a heart attack. She kept calling but got no answer because of the operation. By the time it ended...”

“Shit.”

“Yeah. Dr. Torres took it really hard. Arya Kumari knows her best. I’m just repeating gossip,” Rachel adds with an apologetic shrug.

“She didn’t mention any of that.”

“Not exactly casual conversation. ‘Nice day, by the way; three years ago my wife died of a heart attack while I was in surgery.’”

“Okay, yeah, point taken.”

Rachel fixes me with a serious look. “Just be careful before rushing into anything. I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

“But she’s not anti-sex or anything?”

“Ask her yourself, horndog,” Rachel laughs, tossing a pillow at me. “But her face when we passed each other was priceless. I’ll be chuckling all week.”

As Rachel heads to bed, I sink into the couch, more confused than ever. I don’t know this guarded, fragile Inés. But I want to.     




Chapter 11
Inés Torres

Standing at Nicole’s door, a box of chocolates in hand, I wonder if I’m being foolish chasing after her. I haven’t dated a woman in three years, and now I’m trying to woo someone who looks like a Greek goddess. Carla would call it a midlife crisis.

“Are these for me?” Nicole asks, eyeing the candy.

I nod, but she places them on the table without a glance.

“Sit!” She commands, pointing at the couch, face serious.

I obey, nervous about her mood and wondering if I should have come.

“Is something wrong?”

“What do you think?” She arches an eyebrow, hands on her hips. “I’m really upset with you.”

“For leaving last night?”

“Yeah, Inés! Why the hell else would I be mad that you got me all aroused and then bolted without finishing what we started?”

“I explained I felt uncomfortable with Rachel here-”

“What are you, thirteen? Rachel wasn’t going to be in the damn room! You can’t get a woman that worked up then leave her hanging.”

“I’m sorry, I just-”

“Leaving a woman like that should be criminal,” she huffs.

I apologize again, flustered. I didn’t think she’d be this angry. I’ve always been clumsy at relationships, and last night fear took over that I wouldn’t live up.

“I guess you don’t want to go to dinner now?” I ask worriedly.

“Let me get changed, but don’t you dare start something with me again that you don’t intend to finish. Understand?”

With that, she disappears into her room, slamming the door. I wasn’t expecting this fiery side, though I was an insecure fool last night.

***

Nicole leads me to a cozy Italian restaurant near SoHo, the aroma of garlic, tomatoes, and fresh basil washing over us as we enter. A waiter seats us at a small checker-clothed table tucked in the back, faded photos of southern Italy decorating the worn wooden walls.

I peruse the menu, deliberating between chicken parmesan, linguini, and risotto as the waiter places a dish of olives before us.

“Something to drink while you decide?” he asks.

“Una bottiglia di Chianti, per favore,” Nicole replies smoothly in Italian. “You like wine, right?” she asks, turning to me.

I nod, impressed. Soon, the waiter returns, pouring us both glasses of intense ruby-red wine, earthy and penetrating.

“This wine is great with pretty much anything,” Nicole explains. “Pasta, grilled meat, cheese...”

Candlelight dances in her blue eyes as she speaks, mesmerizing me.

“Do you actually speak Italian or just a few words?” I ask, trying to break the tension.

“I dated a Milanese girl named Chiara for three years. She insisted I learn.”

“Oh?” I reply, failing to keep jealousy from my voice as I picture them curled up on the couch, whispering sweet words.

Nicole seems to read my mind, smirking playfully. “It was a rollercoaster relationship, I won’t lie. Fiery, chaotic, romantic. And the sex was incredible.”

“Sounds...passionate. Very Italian, I suppose,” I reply awkwardly.

“We’re still close friends. Want to see a picture?” Without waiting for a response, Nicole scrolls through racy lingerie shots on her phone.

“Don’t you have any pictures with more clothes on?”

“She’s a lingerie model,” she explains with a laugh.

“OK, that makes sense, then, I guess.”

Seeing the provocative photos of Nicole’s ex deepens the gnawing insecurity already churning inside me. The Italian model is flawless — flowing dark hair, endless olive legs, full pouty lips. Next to her, I feel hopelessly plain, utterly forgettable. And Nicole’s candid bedroom comments about their “incredible” sex life only twist the knife deeper, making me painfully aware of my own inadequate experience.

But thankfully, our food arrives, giving me a much-needed distraction from my spiraling thoughts. The lanky, bug-eyed waiter presents several fried golden balls artfully arranged atop a vibrant vegetable medley. As he places the dish between us, an aroma — garlic, basil, cheeses I can’t quite place — wafts up, a symphony of savory scents I inhale eagerly despite my roiling stomach.

“Arancini, from Sicily,” Nicole explains, noticing my puzzled stare at the unfamiliar fare. “Despite the orange-hued crust, they’re not actually orange flavored.”

“They look like my Spanish grandma’s fried croquettes,” I joke, hoping humor will mask my unease.

Nicole smiles warmly, putting me further at ease. “Same idea but very different — rice balls breaded and fried into a crisp golden shell. The fillings vary — cheese, meat, peas. That color from frying makes them resemble oranges.”

I split one open, the molten risotto center oozing melted cheese in an inviting river. The rich aroma makes my mouth water despite lingering nerves.

That first intoxicating bite — the rice’s creamy richness, the oozy cheese’s sharp tang, the crispy crust’s satisfying crunch between my teeth — makes me close my eyes in rapture. With each chew, the flavors crescendo, dancing an exquisite tango on my tongue. I keep my eyes shut, blocking out all but these blissful sensations.

“I see you like to savor and enjoy your food,” Nicole says softly, a smile in her voice.

I open my eyes with an embarrassed laugh. “Is it that obvious? I know I must look ridiculous moaning over rice balls.”

“Not at all,” she says. “The way to a person’s heart is through their stomach. I like seeing you take pleasure in things.”

The potential double meaning makes me blush.

“Well, food is definitely a pleasure for me. What’s your weakness?” I ask.

“Sex,” Nicole deadpans. Seeing my wide-eyed expression, she adds quickly, “Kidding! Don’t look so horrified. I was joking. Well, half-joking.”

Despite already being stuffed, when the waiter presents an enticing platter of tiramisu, I can’t resist. As Nicole feeds me a luxurious spoonful, the sweet marscapone melts decadently on my tongue, dusted with cocoa.

“You’ve got a little...” She leans over the table, swiping tiramisu from my lip with her thumb. The gentle contact melts my remaining tension.

Then her bare foot caresses my leg under the table, and I tremble at her touch. Our eyes meet, a question in hers.

“Having fun?” she asks with a wink that makes my pulse quicken.

I close my eyes again as her fingers graze my cheek in a feather-light caress. She grips my chin firmly but tenderly, pulling me into a dizzying kiss that tastes of wine and chocolate and pure pleasure.

We’re both flushed and breathless when it ends. “Best dessert ever,” I murmur against her lips.

Nicole just smiles, her thumb tracing slow circles on my hand. “Don’t worry, that was just the first course. There’s so much more for us to savor.”




Chapter 12
Inés Torres

In the back of the Uber, Nicole’s hand brushes against mine, sending tingles up my arm. I smile shyly as our fingers interlace. She leans in, and my breath hitches as our lips meet.

The kiss deepens, and my pulse quickens. Coherent thought flees, overwhelmed by her — this fantastic woman who challenges me, inspires me, accepts me so completely. If this were a romantic comedy, fireworks would erupt. Instead, the driver coughs pointedly, eyeing us in the rearview mirror.

We break apart, stifling giddy smiles like teenagers caught kissing outside the movie theater by their parents. I roll my eyes and squeeze Nicole’s hand, craving the moment we’re finally alone.

It’s strange. I’m buzzing with renewed energy, ready to take on the world. For so long after Carla, I felt numb going through the motions. But Nicole makes me feel alive again.

Already in her apartment, Nicole tries to open the house as I cling to her to kiss her neck, eager to continue what we started in the Uber. As the door opens, we stumble into the entryway, our lips searching for each other in the dark. She pushes me against a wall and kicks it shut, tangling her fingers in my hair before kissing me passionately.

“I guess you’re staying tonight,” she whispers.

“I don’t dare say no to you,” I tease, remembering how angry she was yesterday when I left.

“You know you’re amazing?” she sighs, closing her eyes.

I reach up to kiss her neck, smelling the scent of perfume as I pull her curls to the side. My heart is about to stop when she lifts my hand and slips it under her shirt, pressing it against her skin, just below her left breast.

“I don’t know if you’re aware of how much you’re turning me on,” I hiss, kissing her behind her earlobe.

Nicole smiles, and I swear my legs shake every time she does. I slide my hand down to her belly, circling her navel with my fingertips. I slowly caress her skin before moving back up to stop under her breast, right where we started.

“May I?”

“You don’t have to ask, although I think it’s really sweet that you did,” she replies, squinting and biting her lower lip.

With a smile, Nicole unclasps the hook of her bra before caressing my jaw with the back of her hand. I shiver as I run the contour of her tits. With my eyes closed, I sigh as my thumb hardens her nipple, eliciting soft moans that manage to drive me wild with desire.

I slide my hands down her sides to rest on her hips, my fingertips trying to slip under her pants to brush against her buttocks.

“Wait a sec,” she sighs, unbuttoning them and pulling them down slightly.

Unhindered, I slip my hands under the thin fabric of her underwear to caress her ass, drawing Nicole to me as she digs her fingers into my hair, moaning in my ear.

“Go on,” she murmurs, her breath coming in gasps.

She leans closer to me, and I feel the heat of her body against mine, her warm breath on my neck, a whispered “yes” as my hands reach the bottom of her ass.

“Take my clothes off,” she orders, removing her own shirt and dropping her bra at our feet.

I squat down in front of Nicole, pulling my pants inch by inch down her wonderful legs until I get rid of them.

“You’re still missing something,” she says, pointing to her lacy underwear.

I look up, losing myself in the depths of her beautiful blue eyes, now filled with desire. Kneeling in front of her, I slide my thumbs under the elastic of her panties, covering her pubic area with kisses as I pull them down and uncover her sex.

My lips run down the inside of her legs as I slide her underwear down them, gently lifting one of her feet and kissing the instep before leaving her completely naked in front of me.

“Kiss me,” she commands, placing her hands next to her sex and opening her lips slightly.

I let out a long sigh. I shiver from head to toe as I stand inches from her sex, smelling the scent of her arousal, watching it glow with desire.

I kiss her softly, slowly flicking my tongue up and down until I reach her clit, where I pause for a few moments.

Nicole sticks her palms against the wall and lifts one of her legs to give me better access. She grabs my hair between moans, repeating my name each time I lick her clit or bite it gently between my lips.

“Finger me,” she sighs.

Nicole narrows her eyes in pleasure, her hair tossing. She lets out a long moan as she feels two of my fingers inside her. I make love to her at a steady pace, curving my fingers up slightly and pressing into the top of her pussy from the inside, making her tremble with pleasure.

“Keep going! Don’t stop,” she insists.

Nicole roots her fingers in my hair, sticking occasional tugs, pressing my mouth against her pubis, driving me wild as I listen to the splash of my fingers as they enter and exit her sex.

Our moans blur together in the silence of the night. Her legs begin to tremble. She tenses her abdomen, grips my hair tightly, and, with a loud cry, drops to a sitting position on the floor. Relaxed, panting, she pulls my arm to sit next to her.

“Give me your hand,” she sighs.

Nicole takes my fingers into her mouth, sucks them, licks them, tasting her own arousal in them, making me shiver at the feel of her warm tongue.

“Did you like it?” she asks before kissing my lips.

“I don’t think I need to answer,” I admit with a shrug, my breathing still ragged.




Chapter 13
Inés Torres

“It’s your turn,” Nicole says, getting up and taking my hand to lead me to her bedroom.

She lays me down on the bed next to her, and for a few moments that seem like an eternity to me, she simply watches me in silence. Her blue eyes filled with desire.

“Do you know how beautiful you look with your clothes off?” Nicole whispers with a wink.

I smile, though I soon have to close my eyes as I feel her lips on my neck. She covers it with small kisses, tracing the path of my jugular vein, making my skin crawl with goosebumps every time I feel the tip of her tongue.

Nicole runs her fingertips along my collarbone, slowly sliding her palm between my tits, exploring every inch of my skin.

“You’re very sensitive, aren’t you?” she hisses with a beautiful smile.

I don’t even know what to answer. Especially since my mind has to concentrate on continuing to breathe as Nicole rides on my hips and covers my boobs with her hands. She caresses them with just the right amount of pressure, hardening my nipples between her fingers, making me sigh.

“I guess you know you have incredibly beautiful nipples,” she adds before taking them into her mouth.

I let out a long moan, feeling her warm tongue circle my areola, her lips gently nipping at them, not forgetting to caress the breast that is free at every turn.

Soon, Nicole returns to my neck and bends down to rub her tits against mine, dropping them by way of caress, making me shiver with pleasure as she slides down to my navel.

She circles it with her tongue, drawing lazy circles over my belly until she stops at my pubis and covers it with small kisses. Her beautiful blue eyes reflect a wild desire, as if they could take all the air out of the room.

Nicole smiles before sliding her palm across my sex, running it with one of her fingers, as if she wants to test my arousal, teasing me mercilessly with little taps that make me shiver with anticipation.

The moment she leans down to kiss my clit, I moan loudly. I throw my head back, feeling a surge of pleasure begin to form inside me. She bites my lips gently, flicking them with the tip of her tongue as her thumb presses my clit in small circles.

The air seems to fill with a scent of sweat and sex, mixed with our perfumes. A mixture both strange and exciting.

Nicole blows on my clit, making me tremble before licking it. She slides her tongue in small circles, exerting just the right pressure, as if she’s done this to me a million times before.

I close my eyes and squeal the moment she slips one of her fingers inside me. The rhythm of her tongue on my clit increases; she licks it rapidly, like a cat drinking water. Soon, that finger is followed by another, and before I know it, my legs are shaking.

I grip the sheets until my knuckles become white. I arch my back, toes curling in pleasure, and drop to the mattress, releasing a wonderful orgasm that takes my breath away.

“Already?” Nicole asks in surprise, her fingers still inside me.

I nod, letting out a long sigh. I guess with a silly grin on my lips, judging by the look on her face.

“Are you always this fast?” she insists.

“I don’t know, I guess.”

“And do you always leave everything this wet?” Nicole jokes, pointing to the sheets.

“Fuck, I’m so embarrassed!” I exclaim, holding my hands to my head.

“You are such an idiot! I love it. Doing it with you boosts my ego through the roof,” she assures me, moving to my side to kiss me.

I roll my eyes with a sigh of satisfaction as Nicole smiles before resting her forehead on mine, both of us still gasping for air.

“Wait a moment, and I’ll get you a towel to clean you up. You’re soaking wet,” she says. “Do you want to take a shower?”

“Tomorrow,” I whisper, although she has already left the bedroom.

Once Nicole hands me the towel to dry off and places another one on the bed, she lies down next to me, wrapping one arm around me and hiding her nose in my neck.

We lie there for a few moments, giving each other tender caresses and small kisses in silence. Little cuddles that could easily compete with the wonderful sex we just had.

Our breathing calms down, and my eyes search for the familiar lines of that smile I’m beginning to adore. It’s as if there’s no need for words next to her. Even silence is able to speak. It says it all.

Arya once told me that when you can be happy in silence next to someone, that’s the right person. If that’s true, I’m beginning to think I may have found that someone in Nicole. Still, for some reason, I find it hard to imagine Arya being silent for more than five minutes.

“Why are you smiling?” she asks, surprised.

“Nothing, I’m happy right now, that’s all,” I admit, kissing her forehead.

Nicole’s breathing gets deeper and deeper until she falls asleep, her head resting on my chest. As I cover her naked body with the sheet, I whisper an “I love you” that gets lost in the night, gently kissing her hair before I let sleep embrace me, too.




Chapter 14
Nicole Hunt

I stretch my arm across the bed, expecting to find Inés’ waist beside me. Instead, the morning sun streaming through the window reveals only cold sheets where her body should be.

I grunt in disappointment. Mornings are perfect for lazy sex, but the sound of a closing closet and clinking dishes draws a silly smile to my face.

Rubbing sleep from my eyes, I yawn and stretch before grabbing the first shirt I see to cover my naked body. The cold wood floor chills my bare feet as I shuffle down the hall, craving coffee.

I pause in the kitchen doorway, taking in Inés. Damp hair, fresh from showering, wearing nothing but an old shirt of mine, barely covering her backside as she hums and cooks breakfast. Gorgeous.

“Good morning, beautiful,” I whisper, circling her waist from behind.

“Morning to you, too,” she beams. “Sleep okay?”

“Very well, though I wish I’d woken up beside you. You didn’t even wait to shower together,” I pout playfully.

“I can’t sleep past seven,” Inés adds as an apology. “Thought you might be hungry — I made coffee, eggs, toast, and bacon.”

“Want to move in already?” I joke. Inés just winks, plating the feast.

“Woah! What’s all this?” Rachel asks, suddenly entering the kitchen. “Can I join? Oh, good morning, Dr. Torres.”

“Call me Inés, please,” she replies shyly, tugging at her shirt.

“I put your clothes on a chair in the living room. They were all over the floor like you were in a hurry to have sex or something,” Rachel smirks knowingly.

I laugh, but Inés seems embarrassed. “You were here last night?”

“I got in a little after you, but you were busy. No wonder you didn’t hear me come in,” Rachel teases.

Inés avoids eye contact, cheeks flaming, and I opt to pour her some coffee to diffuse the tension.

“Don’t be shy. We’re all adults here,” I say lightly, handing Inés a mug. “Besides, nothing to be embarrassed about. We had an amazing night.”

I give Inés a quick kiss on the cheek. She relaxes slightly, a hint of a smile returning to her face.

“Sorry Inés kept you up with her moaning,” I tease Rachel.

“Moaning? I nearly called the cops, thinking you were torturing her based on those screams!” Rachel laughs.

Poor Inés buries her face, mortified. I quickly reassure her we’re joking, though it’s true she gets quite loud in bed.

“Don’t be silly,” I say, sliding her pancakes.

Breakfast continues in a relaxed manner. Inés and Rachel trade funny hospital stories while I find excuses to caress Inés’ leg under the table, watching her nipples pebble through her shirt or her cheeks flush.

“Since you’re off today, want to explore the area together?” I suggest.

Inés nods eagerly. Relaxed, she’s a very expressive woman. Even Rachel seems surprised by this side of her usually serious boss.

After a quick shower — no time for a long luxurious one together, unfortunately — we’re soon walking hand in hand, stealing kisses on each corner like giddy teens. I vibrate with excitement to share my neighborhood with Inés.

“I totally love this vintage shop!” I exclaim outside one of the stores nearby.

“Shall we?” Inés asks.

A bell chimes as we enter. We browse the eclectic clothes and oddities until Inés grabs a flapper dress, posing dramatically as if trying it on.

I double over laughing. She looks so adorable playing dress-up. Inés joins my laughter, pulling me in for a dizzying kiss.

“For the hospital’s next gala,” Inés exclaims, holding up a glittering flapper dress and posing dramatically. Her smile lights up her whole face.

“Simply dazzling,” I reply.

The intricate silvery beadwork catches the light, making it shine. Inés looks so joyful and carefree playing dress-up, nothing like her usual serious doctor persona.

As we continue browsing the delightfully packed shelves and racks of the vintage shop, an antique locket tucked away in a glass case catches my eye. It’s a simple oval shape, about the size of a quarter, but what draws me is the design — two hearts intricately carved out of some kind of bronze or copper intertwined into one larger heart. It’s simple yet lovely, and at only $15, it seems a steal. Without hesitating, I purchase it while Inés is distracted across the store admiring an array of extravagant fur coats.

Back out on the bustling city street, her expression of pure, almost childlike joy makes my heart glow when she opens the small jewelry box.

“It’s so beautiful,” she gasps, immediately moving to put it on, fumbling a bit with the clasp in her excitement before it finally clicks into place.

“Now you can’t ever say I’m not close to your heart,” I joke, noticing happily that the length of the chain is perfect, the pendant coming to rest just above the swell of her breasts, almost like it was designed for her.

Inés grins and pulls me into a fierce kiss right there on the sidewalk, heedless of passersby. I clutch her hips, kissing her back, the locket pressed between us over her hammering heartbeat.

We stroll hand in hand down the bustling streets. The golden afternoon sunlight bathes the city in a romantic glow as we wander between a few small art galleries, admiring the creative treasures on display.

After taking our time exploring, we eventually stop to rest our tired feet at a tiny hole-in-the-wall café tucked away in a small garden courtyard off the main drag. It’s blissfully cool and quiet, a secret oasis away from the heat and the crowds of tourists. With Inés by my side, even parts of my familiar neighborhood seem new and almost magical.

After a quick but delicious lunch at a tiny family-run Greek restaurant, all spanakopita and baklava, we decide to walk over and spend some time relaxing in Washington Square Park before the sun starts descending towards the horizon.

A group of shrieking children race gleefully around the massive central fountain, burning off their endless energy, while a lanky street performer contorts his skinny body into seemingly impossible positions to the rhythm of several battered drums. When he finishes his act, I make sure to toss a few dollars into the old hat at the performer’s feet, clapping enthusiastically for his impressive effort.

“I used to come here with my mom and aunt almost every Saturday when I was a little kid,” Inés mentions softly, pointing towards the rows of stone chess tables lined up under the trees, where folks of every possible age, race, shape, and size sit hunched over games.

We spend some time silently observing the engrossed players. I can easily picture a tiny young Inés sitting there struggling over those black and white squares.

Inés’ eyes shine with nostalgic delight as she takes it all in. I find myself thinking this is likely one of the only places in the entire world where you can see kids, teens, adults, and seniors all side-by-side, people in business suits sitting across from homeless folks dressed in rags, every race and nationality laughing together — all unified at this moment by a simple game.

“I have one last little surprise for you today,” I whisper to Inés after a bit, sneaking another glance at my watch to check the timing.

“No more walking, please. I’m completely exhausted,” Inés complains melodramatically, putting the back of her hand to her forehead like a swooning Victorian.

And it’s true we have been pounding the pavement since early this morning. Even the relatively short distance from the chess tables here on the west side of Washington Square Park up to Central Park further north suddenly seems like an insurmountable journey, judging by her pained expression and weary feet.

For a moment, I fear she will ruin everything I’ve secretly planned for our final stop of the night.

But thankfully, once we finally arrive at the massive greenspace of Central Park, I spot Rachel already waiting for us in the exact picturesque spot I had described. She has perfectly laid out the cozy picnic dinner I asked her to prepare on a classic red and white checkered blanket spread out over the soft grass. Candles and flowers complete the scene beautifully.

“You’re truly the best. I can’t thank you enough for doing this,” I say sincerely, giving her arm an appreciative squeeze.

“Have fun, you two lovebirds,” Rachel responds with a playful wink before heading off to give us privacy for our romantic picnic dinner.

Inés looks around in delighted astonishment once Rachel leaves. She opens and closes her mouth wordlessly a few times, seemingly trying but failing to find the right words.

“I know today involved a ton of walking all over the city,” I explain, taking her hand gently to guide her down onto the blanket, “But I really wanted to show you some of my favorite New York spots and make our own special memories there together.”

“It’s...incredible, Nicole. Truly. I don’t think I’ll ever forget this perfect day, not in my whole life. You put so much thought and effort into making it special,” Inés whispers, leaning in to kiss my lips tenderly.

We eat and laugh, exchanging stories and stolen kisses as the sun begins its descent, bathing the skyline in dazzling orange tones.

With a giddy smile, I take out my phone. “I think we cut our dance at the hospital gala too short,” I say, starting a romantic song.

I help Inés up, and we slow dance barefoot on the grass. The city fades away until nothing exists but her touch, her scent, our hearts beating in unison.

As the first stars appear, we pack up and head back to my place hand in hand, the wonderful day ending but the night full of promise.

Inside, I pin Inés against the door, unable to hold back any longer. Our kiss deepens urgently, hands roaming with reckless abandon.

I trail kisses down her neck as she fumbles with my shirt buttons. “Need some help?” I murmur into her skin.

“I’ve got it,” she insists, making me smile.

We stumble to the bedroom, leaving a trail of clothes behind us. I gently lay Inés down, admiring every inch of her before lowering my mouth to hers once more.

We spend hours exploring each other, unhurried, savoring every sensation. Her moans and sighs of pleasure are the sweetest music I’ve ever heard.

After, wrapped in each other’s arms, we talk softly until sleep claims us. Tomorrow will come whether we wish it or not. But tonight, all that matters is staying lost in the magic of this day, suspended in a perfect moment with the woman I’m starting to fall for.




Chapter 15
Inés Torres

I won’t pretend these last two weeks have been a fairy tale — with my job, simply existing is a triumph. Still, I’ve done my best to adapt my schedule, and Nicole seems to understand my long hours. Our bond has deepened faster than I thought possible.

After my shower, I find Nicole sprawled on the couch, a thick novel precariously propped on her chest as she dozes.

“That bad of a book?” I ask, padding over softly.

“Just tired. A certain doctor keeps me up at night,” she yawns, shrugging.

“She snores?”

“And has endless stamina,” Nicole smirks. “Please tell me you don’t want another round, Torres.”

“Very funny,” I retort, rolling my eyes dramatically. “Actually, I have a social event this afternoon and was wondering if you’d join me.”

“A gala or something?”

“A birthday party. Arya is hosting one for her wife. I always go, it’s tradition.”

Nicole smiles softly. “Why don’t you call it a birthday party from the beginning? So I would go as your official girlfriend or what?”

My heart flutters hearing her say that. “I suppose that’s what we are.”

“Then I’d love to go. What’s the dress code, formal?”

“It’s a barbecue. Arya will be cooking her homeland’s cuisine. Bring a steel stomach. She goes overboard on spices. Three years ago, Jackie Stone and my wife -”

I stop myself, internally cursing, mentioning Carla again. But after so many years together, she still lingers in my mind.

“It’s okay,” Nicole whispers, kissing my forehead. “It’ll be fun.”

“I’m sure it will be. Who wouldn’t want to spend the afternoon with a bunch of cardiologists gorging on spicy food?” I joke. Her dazzling smile could melt the North Pole.

Later, Nicole seems to be dressing for the Oscars rather than a casual barbecue. Half her closet is strewn across the bed as she tries on a curve-hugging blue dress.

“Too much?” she asks, twirling in front of the mirror.

“Keep undressing in front of me, and we won’t make it to the party,” I warn.

“Okay, I’ll wear this. Want to borrow something of mine?”

“Just a white blouse, so I don’t have to stop by my place.”

“Here, let me help,” she murmurs with a wink.

It takes all my willpower not to unravel as she slowly buttons the blouse, the tips of her fingers lightly grazing my skin.

“Too bad we don’t share bra sizes. I’d lend you something sexier than that,” she whispers in my ear.

“Nice way to say I’m flat-chested,” I huff.

“Don’t be silly. I love kissing those cute little tits of yours,” she teases, cupping one through the fabric.

I sigh blissfully at her touch, but insist we leave before I’m too aroused. These intimate moments with Nicole make me fall for her more each day.

At the party, Nicole instinctively takes my hand before entering. Arya greets us, wearing a matching apron with a little Asian girl.

“Meet mini Arya, my goddaughter and Laura and Daniela’s daughter,” she says, hugging the beaming, gap-toothed girl. The heartwarming image makes me smile.

“Is Dr. McKenna here?” I ask Arya, unable to contain my eagerness.

“They flew in all the way from LA yesterday on the Collins’ private jet,” Arya explains casually as if everyone arrives at a barbecue by private plane.

“I’d love to be able to pick her brain a bit about an extremely complicated procedure I have scheduled,” I say, thrilled at the prospect of getting to speak directly with one of the most brilliant minds in cardiovascular surgical medicine.

Arya seems completely unfazed by the celebrity guest list, but I notice Nicole shifts a little uncomfortably beside me.

“It’s supposed to be a birthday party, you know,” she whispers under her breath, gently gripping my arm as if to hold me back.

“I know, I know,” I reply with an animated wave of my hand. “But Daniela McKenna is literally one of the top five heart surgeons in the entire world — this is a hugely valuable opportunity for me.”

As we step outside into Arya’s sprawling backyard, I’m immediately immersed in a symphony for the senses. Tiny white lights have been artfully strewn throughout the branches of the towering oak trees, gradually flickering on as dusk settles to illuminate the scattered tables below.

The tantalizing aroma of Arya’s sizzling tandoori chicken wafts from the barbecue, mingling with the sweet perfume of the jasmine bushes lining the garden. The last lingering vestiges of the day’s heat can still be felt clinging to the air.

I scan the vibrant scene and quickly spot several familiar faces from the cardiology department gathered together near a long table, drinks in hand, immersed in animated conversation. The distant hum of lively chatter and the occasional clink of glasses float on the breeze. Not far away, Arya’s lanky teenage stepson sits on a tree stump, expertly finger-picking an acoustic guitar while a pair of giggling younger girls who I don’t recognize swoon at his feet.

“You’re going to have so much fun,” I assure Nicole with an enthusiastic nudge and wide smile, hoping to get her into the celebratory spirit.

“No doubt about that, Torres,” she replies, the corners of her mouth turning up.

And I truly have no doubts that Nicole will soon be thriving here. Even though I already know practically every other guest on sight, she has this incredible warmth and gift for forging instant connections that draws people to her orbit wherever she goes. I only wish I shared her innate extroversion and social ease.

We gradually begin mixing into the eclectic crowd, and it’s not long before a familiar face catches Nicole’s eye. “Rachel?” she exclaims in evident surprise, her expression morphing to one of pure delight as she spots her roommate engrossed in conversation with Jackie Stone and her girlfriend Sarah.

“Nicole! I had no idea you were going to be here!” Rachel responds, equally thrilled.

“Oh, you know, your boss twisted my arm,” Nicole says lightly with a discreet point in my direction.

I respond with an exaggerated eye roll, though Nicole’s attention is already focused elsewhere, and she misses the theatrics entirely. Soon, she’s chatting warmly with none other than Siena Collins, the owner and CEO of the massive Collins Memorial Hospital network in Los Angeles, and her elegant wife.

I find myself unable to tear my gaze away from Nicole as I observe her interact with such ease, cracking jokes and flashing her dimpled smile that could melt stone. I’m sure I must look utterly foolish just standing there staring with a ridiculous proud grin spread wide across my face.

“Need a bib so you don’t drool all over yourself?” Arya remarks slyly as she approaches me, holding out a heaping plate of curry chicken. “Honestly, Inés, you look like a smitten teenager making eyes at her crush over there.”

“Shut up, Arya,” I retort, swatting her arm. “Here, want me to be the first to taste test this and make sure you haven’t made it melt-your-tastebuds levels of spicy again?”

“Actually, yes, that would be helpful,” she admits with a laugh. “You Westerners really can’t handle anything approaching real heat and flavor. Oh, by the way, I’m pretty sure they’re talking about you over there.” Arya nods her head in the direction of Nicole and Dr. Sofia Wilson, who have both glanced fleetingly over in my direction.

Nicole meets my questioning gaze and arches a slender brow. I give a small shrug in reply, my lips turning up coyly at the corners. She responds by dramatically rolling her eyes upwards, though the rosiness in her cheeks gives away her true feelings.

As the night goes on, Arya produces more aromatic dishes from the grill — curries, samosas, and naan alongside burgers and hot dogs for kids or the less adventurous.

“Damn, this is incredible!” Nicole exclaims through a mouthful of tandoori chicken. “She cooks better than you, and that’s saying something. I’m starting to think those long hospital days are just you all cooking at the hospital.”

“We surgeons are full of surprises,” I joke.

As darkness falls, the lively chatter softens to a murmur. Glasses clink less frequently, and music starts playing.

“I think you two have a dance to finish,” Arya says with a knowing smile.

I raise an eyebrow at Nicole, who grins and shrugs.

“Well, Torres, may I have this dance without you crushing my feet?” she asks with a playful wink.

Soon, we’re swaying together under the twinkling lights as other couples join the makeshift dance floor.

“I’m so glad you came into my life,” I confess in her ear.

“Just glad, huh?” she teases, nibbling my earlobe and sending tingles down my spine.

Afterward, we sit in peaceful silence, fingers woven, gazing at the stars glittering above — silent witnesses to my happiness with this woman.

“We should do this more often,” Nicole murmurs, barely above a whisper.

“Stargaze?”

“That too. But I meant to open up more, share dreams and hopes. You tend to hold back.”

I nod, conceding her point with a smile. It’s the perfect ending to a perfect evening. One I’ll always treasure — sitting with Nicole under the moonlight, whispering dreams into the night. I know how lucky I am to have found her.




Chapter 16
Inés Torres

The clock on the hospital wall reads 5:59 p.m. The relentless sweep of the second hand seems to echo my own eagerness to finally leave this place. I quickly type out another text message to Nicole, unable to keep the foolish grin off my face as I promise her an entire uninterrupted night alone together, just the two of us.

“Just you and me... I’d rather not put into writing some of the things I plan to do to you,” I tease suggestively, feeling a thrill course through me at the thought of what awaits us later.

Just as I’m about to slide my phone back into the pocket of my white coat and start gathering my things to head out, a shadowy figure suddenly materializes in the hallway outside my open office door.

“Torres,” the man murmurs in an overly familiar tone that immediately sets my teeth on edge.

Even without looking up, I instantly know who that voice belongs to. I’d recognize that arrogant tenor anywhere, and I hate it nearly as much as I hate the man himself.

“What do you want, Lowe?” I bite out icily, not even attempting to mask my obvious displeasure at his unexpected presence, darkening my doorway. “I’m just finishing up here and heading out for the night.”

This office has always been something of a sanctuary for me — an oasis of tranquility amidst the relentless chaos and noise that defines life at the hospital. Within these four walls, I can find moments of peace to reflect, study, and simply be myself without my profession’s crushing responsibilities. But that treasured sense of calm and refuge evaporates the instant Dr. Brad Lowe slinks into the room uninvited.

His imposing silhouette fills the entire doorway, a looming shadow against the pristine white walls. He looks almost comically out of place here, like a predator that has wandered astray from its natural habitat.

There’s an unsettling, predatory glint flickering in his eyes that immediately puts me on edge and makes me wish I had a canister of mace or a stun gun within easy reach. His shoes seem to stomp heavily on the tiled floor, shattering the meditative silence as he strides toward my desk with a cocksure swagger.

“Yeah, just wanted to have a quick word with you about something real fast,” he announces, not even bothering to disguise the condescending smugness dripping from every syllable. The sheer arrogance in his voice never fails to ignite my temper.

“Well, if it’s not directly related to work, then frankly, I have no interest in discussing anything with you at the moment, Lowe,” I state firmly, fingers unconsciously starting to drum an impatient rhythm on the top of the desk.

But despite the clear dismissal in my tone, Dr. Lowe makes no move to leave. Instead, he casually sidles a bit closer, until he’s standing directly in front of my desk, looking down at me with an unsettling smirk twisting his features.

“Gotta say, isn’t it a little desperate fucking the sexy podcaster just to get yourself on her show?” he asks nastily, raising a questioning eyebrow. “Not exactly the classiest move, Torres.”

His ugly words seem to hang heavily in the air, their implications sinking into my brain like something toxic. For a few seconds, I desperately try to convince myself that I must have misheard him somehow, that he couldn’t possibly have said something so intentionally cruel and crass. But the smug look of satisfaction plastered across his stubbled face leaves no room for doubt about his meaning.

I can feel rage bubbling up inside of me, but I clench my jaw, fighting to restrain my anger into something cold and controlled. What infuriates me most isn’t necessarily the appalling insinuation that my motivations are so base and desperate. No, what really shreds me is the unspoken yet clear suggestion that Nicole herself would actually accept and participate in such a sordid scenario. The sneering, derisive way Lowe says her name, like it’s some sort of dirty secret, makes me feel utterly sickened.

“Watch what you say, Lowe,” I warn, voice rising as I grip the desk edge, knuckles white. My words sound muffled, like the calm before the storm.

“If it bothers you so much, you know it’s true,” he retorts with an eye roll and sneer.

Unable to stop myself, I leap up and smack him hard across the face. The crack echoes through the office. Lowe stumbles back, stunned, clutching his cheek with wide eyes.

“Get out!” I scream, jabbing my finger at the door. A fiery satisfaction burns in my palm.

Lowe just stares, pupils dilated, chest heaving with each breath. He opens and closes his mouth wordlessly before spinning on his heel and storming out, slamming the door violently.

I sag against the desk, adrenaline pumping, breathing fast. Damn, I haven’t slapped someone since third grade. But I’d do it again in a heartbeat, no hesitation.

Outside, the evening’s warm breeze soothes my rattled nerves. When Nicole slides into the car beside me, everything else fades away — the hospital, Lowe, all just distant memories now.

“You really slapped him?” she asks, laughing incredulously.

“He was so rude.”

“He’s an asshole,” Nicole corrects.

“That too.”

“He’s just jealous. He’d love to be in your shoes, but I rejected him for both the podcast and the bedroom. You have what all he wants.”

Her casual confidence effortlessly diffuses the situation. Soon, our conversation turns far more pleasant. So much so that I’m tempted to skip the restaurant and head straight home. Nicole describing in vivid detail what she wants to do to me later has clearly aroused me too much to have a quiet dinner.

“I can’t wait,” she purrs, sliding her hand between my legs as soon as I park the car.

At the restaurant, the hum of conversations and the tinkling of cutlery fade into the background every time our gaze locks from across the intimate table set for two. Under the cover of the pristine white linen tablecloth, I feel the occasional brush of Nicole’s foot slowly caressing up and down my leg in a silent caress, our appetites having very little to do with the gourmet food and everything to do with each other.

“I’d really love to learn more about your work, Inés,” Nicole says suddenly, absently swirling the ruby red wine around in her glass as she looks at me with those striking aquamarine eyes that seem to stare directly into my soul. “All the nitty-gritty details.”

“Are you sure about that?” I ask with a quirk of my eyebrow, leaning in to tenderly stroke the back of her hand with my fingertips. “As passionate as I am about it, I’m well aware my job isn’t exactly typical sexy pillow talk or riveting dinner conversation for most people outside of the field.”

“From the way you lit up talking to that famous doctor at Arya’s party the other night, it clearly fascinates you,” she points out. “You were so wrapped up in your conversation that Arya actually had to swoop in and rescue me since I couldn’t peel you away from your shop talk.” A playful grin tugs at her lips.

I’m about to explain that the opportunity to discuss intricate surgical techniques and procedures with someone as brilliant and pioneering in her field as Dr. Daniela McKenna is thrilling in a way outsiders might not fully appreciate. But looking into Nicole’s smiling face, I realize she’s just gently teasing me in her warm, affectionate way, so I simply return her infectious smile.

“No, really, I genuinely do want to know more about it,” Nicole affirms, the candor and interest evident in her tone. “I want to understand this huge part of your life better.”

“Well, where should I even start?” I muse aloud, feeling touched that she wants to delve deeper.

“Wherever you like is fine with me,” Nicole sighs contentedly, punctuating her openness with a tender kiss brushed across my flushed cheek.

“Okay then,” I begin thoughtfully, stacking my elbows on the table’s edge and interlacing my fingers together to rest my chin as I gather my thoughts. “I suppose the surgery itself is always the most exciting part, the gripping climax everyone wants to see when they imagine a career like mine. But there are so many hours of study, research, planning, and preparation that happen long before I ever set foot in the operating room for each procedure. It’s not glamorous work, but it’s all absolutely vital.”

I’m surprised to find myself diving into more detail, candidly sharing aspects and emotions connected to my job that I don’t think I’ve ever fully revealed to anyone outside of the medical field before now.

I open up about the addictive adrenaline rush that accompanies a successful outcome from a particularly dicey, high-risk surgery. The soul-crushing weight of losing a patient on the operating table despite your best efforts. The constant pressure of holding lives in your hands daily.

Nicole listens with rapt attention, interjecting with thoughtful questions, letting me talk uninterrupted. Her expression is one of genuine fascination and empathy. It feels incredibly comforting to see how deeply she wants to understand me better and learn about a part of my life that I generally have to keep tucked away when not at work.

“But it’s not all impossibly long days and grueling shifts where you get home feeling completely drained and just want to collapse straight into bed,” I make sure to add. “Every time you can help save another life or give someone more precious time with their family — those are the indescribable highs. There’s no feeling on earth comparable to that. It makes all the challenges and stress worthwhile.”

“I can’t even begin to imagine how unbelievably rewarding experiences like that must feel for you,” Nicole whispers, tightly clutching my hand between both of hers, her eyes shimmering with emotion.

The rest of our dinner seems to pass by in a blissful blur after that. We continue trading funny stories and exploring thoughtful conversations between flirtatious smiles. My skin thrills under the table whenever her fingers find an excuse to trail teasingly along my thigh or give my knee an affectionate squeeze. Each time our eyes meet and lock from across the table, the rest of the restaurant seems to melt away until nothing else matters but her.

Over the course of the evening, I gradually come to the realization that absolutely everything about this remarkable woman utterly captivates me. The endearing way she tries to hide her flushed cheeks behind her hand when I tease her. The crystalline aquamarine blue of her eyes that glitters when she laughs. The musical sound of that laugh itself. The sensuous arch of her body rising to meet mine when we come together in ecstasy.

In my heart, I know without a shred of doubt that this is merely the beginning of something truly beautiful together. A love worth fighting for with everything I have. And I know with certainty that I will gladly fight for this, for Nicole, for us, no matter the obstacles. She’s quickly becoming the center of my whole world.




Chapter 17
Nicole Hunt

To my surprise, leaving the restaurant, we come face to face with my ex. Really, what are the odds of running into someone you loathe in a city the size of New York? Yet there she is, a smug grin plastered across her face, a stunning model clinging to her arm.

“What a coincidence seeing you here!” she exclaims with fake delight.

She tugs the gorgeous model closer, blatantly eyeing Inés in comparison. She’s always been that stupid.

“Savannah, nice to see you,” I force out with a smile that doesn’t reach my eyes.

“Aren’t you going to introduce me to your...friend?” She looks Inés up and down disdainfully.

“Doctor Inés Torres, my girlfriend,” I state through gritted teeth. "Inés, this is Savannah, my ex."

Inés kindly extends her hand, but Savannah just stares in awkward silence.

“Inés Torres? Wasn’t she just on your show?” she asks, arching a brow. “Let’s see, this is what, the third or fourth time you’ve dated a podcast guest, including me?”

Anger courses through me as she fixes Inés with an icy stare. Inés slips her arm around my waist, grounding me.

“We were already together before the show,” she lies smoothly, wiping the smirk off Savannah’s face.

“Ooh, feisty. Just how you like them, eh Nicole? I bet she’s got plenty of money, too, judging by the age difference,” Savannah snipes as her vapid model cackles obnoxiously.

“Let’s go, she’s not worth it,” Inés murmurs, steering me away.

I hear Savannah make a few more catty remarks, but Inés’ hand in mine gives me strength.

“I’m so sorry about her. She’s always been a controlling bitch,” I fume once we’re out of earshot.

“Nothing to apologize for. I’m just surprised you ever dated someone like that,” Inés says, holding the car door for me.

“I am surprised, too. But thanks for getting me out of there,” I whisper, kissing her softly before sliding into the passenger seat.

“It’s the least I can do as your girlfriend,” Inés declares, pulling me into a hungry kiss like we’ve been apart for months.

“After dealing with Lowe at the hospital, running into Savannah is the last thing I needed,” she jokes once we separate, catching our breath.

“It was a very toxic relationship,” I explain as we drive to her place. “Savannah was very controlling, always made me feel like I wasn’t good enough. With Rachel’s help, I finally got the courage to leave, but we lasted way longer than we should have. She still comments on my TikToks and podcast, saying how awful I am. It’s horrible.”

“She’s the pathetic one,” Inés assures me, squeezing my knee. “I know we’re still new, but I promise I’ll never treat you that way.”

“I know you won’t, plus I’ve learned my lesson. You’re nothing like her,” I say sincerely.

At her house, Inés pins me to the wall, kissing fiercely. I tangle my hands in her hair, hiking a thigh between her legs and grinding as she urgently seeks my breasts.

“Eager today?” I tease in her ear.

“After all that talk at dinner of what you wanted to do to me...” she trails off, hastily stripping.

I smile and bite my lip as we hurriedly shed clothes, standing naked in the moonlit yard. The water in the swimming pool seems to glitter with a million diamonds.

“You mentioned wanting to bathe nude under the moonlight,” Inés purrs, voice low.

After those words, she takes my hand in hers and gently caresses my knuckles with her thumb. Without breaking eye contact, we start to get into the pool. The water is freezing cold, and I can’t help but divert my gaze to her nipples, which have become as hard as little pebbles. We submerge until the water reaches our navels. When Inés approaches me and our tits brush against each other, it seems to me an instant of sublime sensuality.

It is one of those moments that make everything around you disappear. I only perceive the warmth of her body, her breasts on mine, a wonderful kiss in the moonlight. Happiness.

“I want tonight to be wonderful,” Inés whispers as she slips two of her fingers inside me, her voice barely audible above the soft lapping of the water against the edge of the pool.

And every caress, every kiss, every word whispered in my ear is a testament to the bond that grows between us day by day. I lose myself in the feel of her skin against mine, in the sweetness of her lips, in the sound of our moans as we make love.

I lift my right leg up to wrap around her hip, allowing Inés better access to my sex as she pushes me against the edge of the pool. I lose track of time, and my whole body shudders against her fingers as I have a very long orgasm that leaves me breathless.

“I want every night to be like this,” I gasp.

Inés smiles as she gently strokes my cheek with her thumb.

“Every night can be if you want it to be,” she replies, and her words float in the air like a promise of shared happiness.

Back in the house, we snuggle in her bed, naked under a fluffy comforter, the echo of the fantastic sex in the pool still between us. Inés puts her arm around me, her fingers tracing imaginary patterns between my tits. Her eyes, on the other hand, maintain a distant gaze, contrasting with the warmth radiating from her touch. 

“She’s gorgeous, your ex,” Inés says suddenly, voice barely a whisper.

“And a complete bitch,” I counter firmly.

“But...Nicole, I’m forty. She’s so...young.”

I take her hands in mine. “Age is just a number, Inés. I don’t fall for a number but for the person. You’re beautiful, far more than you know. And smart and thoughtful. That’s more than I ever had with her.”

Inés shakes her head, eyes clouded with doubt. “Nicole, I...”

“Listen to me,” I interrupt, holding her gaze. “My ex was a manipulative asshole. Yes, she’s younger and very attractive. I won’t deny that. But that doesn’t make her better than you. Not even close, Inés. You’re the woman I want to be with, no one else.” I gently tap her forehead twice. “Get that through your head.”

For a moment, Inés just searches my eyes. Slowly, a smile spreads across her face, softening it.

“You really mean that?”

“Every syllable,” I assure her, kissing the tip of her nose.

The tension evaporates, replaced by cozy silence. We lay quietly, wrapped in each other’s naked warmth, doubts vanishing. Now, there’s only the reassuring certainty that I’m exactly where I should be.

I trail kisses along Inés’ jaw, down her neck, wanting to worship every inch of her. She sighs softly as I lavish attention on her breasts before continuing lower.

I take my time, determined to show Inés how desired she makes me feel. Soon, her fingers twist in my hair, and she gasps my name, back arching off the mattress.

After, I nuzzle into the crook of her shoulder. “You’re everything I never knew I needed,” I whisper.

Inés cradles me closer. The past can’t touch us here. All that matters now is each new day we build together.




Chapter 18
Nicole Hunt

It’s my birthday, and the setting sun spills through the curtains, bathing the New York cityscape outside in vivid hues of orange and pink. Though I want to pretend this is just another ordinary day, deep down, I know it’s not. I’d explicitly told Inés not to make a big deal about it. I tried brushing it off and downplaying the date’s significance.

Yet as the hours slowly tick by, a tiny childish part of me still can’t help but secretly hope for some sort of surprise or acknowledgment. A phone call, a text, a card in the mail, a gift left on my doorstep...anything to show she was thinking of me. But as the day drags on, Inés’ silence remains deafening.

Meanwhile, the relentless chaos and commotion of New York City continue swirling around me, utterly oblivious to my growing disappointment. My phone sits motionless in my lap. The screen is dark and blank each time I glance down. I find myself sighing like a melodramatic teenager, willing it to light up with a notification from my girlfriend.

After a while, irritation creeps in, and I toss the useless device aside onto the couch. Its inactivity serves as a stark, gloomy reminder that the one person I most wanted to hear from today remains conspicuously absent. I try pushing that gloomy thought from my mind, but her omission still leaves a distinctly bitter aftertaste, a disappointing reminder of the harsh gulf that can separate hopes and expectations from reality.

“Come on, birthday girl, don’t let this spoil your celebration!” my roommate Rachel urges, forcibly dragging me up off the couch and out of the apartment. “Let’s go paint this town red and make some memories!”

Her enthusiastic verve is admittedly a bit infectious. However, it’s still not nearly enough to lift my spirits or distract my preoccupied mind. I manage to plaster on a weak facade of a smile as Rachel pulls me along, insisting we go out dancing.

Before I can object, we’ve somehow ended up at one of those trendy downtown nightclubs I usually avoid.

“This place is just amazing!” Rachel exclaims at top volume, struggling to be heard over the pulsating music and chatter filling the darkened club.

The instant we step inside, it’s like entering an alternate reality. The flashing, strobing lights instantly disorient, making it seem as if we’re floating through some surreal world. As we attempt to elbow our way through the densely packed crowds toward the bar, I’m assaulted by the overwhelming mix of perfumes, alcohol, and sweat hanging thick in the air.

All around, people are laughing, dancing with abandon, fully losing themselves in their own little bubbles. For a fleeting moment, I wish I could simply switch off my brain and disappear into the anonymous crowds the same way. But my preoccupied mind keeps wandering elsewhere, thoughts consumed with one notable absence today.

“What’s with the mopey face, birthday princess?” Rachel asks loudly, trying unsuccessfully yet again to tug me out onto the dance floor. I remain anchored stubbornly to my spot, leaning against the bar.

“Oh, just tired is all,” I lie unconvincingly over the music, taking a big gulp of the cocktail I’d ordered more for something to do with my hands than any real desire to drink.

Rachel leans in close to my ear to be heard over the thumping bass. “Cut the bullshit, this is about your new girl, right?”

I give a small nod, lower lip clenched between my teeth. “Yeah...she still hasn’t called or anything today.”

Rachel gives my arm a sympathetic squeeze, but it does little to ease the tense knot in my chest. Right now, there’s nothing in the world I want more than to go straight home to mope in peace.

“Didn’t you tell her you wanted today to be like any other day and not to make a fuss?” Rachel asks.

“I know, I know,” I sigh. “But those are just things people say. Deep down, I guess I hoped for some little surprise. A call, at least.”

Rachel shakes her head. “You’re a contradiction. Such a Leo!”

I just shrug, not knowing how to respond. Rachel squeezes my hand supportively.

“I could call the hospital to see if she got stuck in surgery,” she offers gently.

“Don’t bother,” I mutter, shaking my head.

Her words do little to dampen the disappointment slowly simmering inside me.

“Let’s dance! It’s your birthday — it’ll distract you,” Rachel urges, pulling my hand toward the dance floor.

Reluctantly, I let her push me into the pulsing crowd, allowing the music to move my body. We dance for a while, but I feel detached, thoughts consumed by Inés’ silence.

“I can’t do this,” I finally yell over the music, pulling away. “I’m sorry, you stay. I just can’t.”

“Do you want to go home?” Rachel asks, concern in her eyes.

“I’ll just get an Uber. I’ll see you later,” I say with forced brightness.

“No way, I’m coming with you,” she insists.

Outside, the club’s pounding beat fades into the ever-present sounds of New York traffic. The night air does nothing to calm my sadness. I walk zombie-like, eyes downcast, scuffing my feet.

I cling to Rachel’s words like a life raft in a stormy sea. Maybe Inés has a reasonable explanation. My disappointment could be misplaced. But the longer I think, the flimsier that sounds.

She’s had all day to call. No emergency lasts that long. Fragile hope gives way to a crushing dejection I can’t seem to shake.

This was supposed to be special, even if I’d brushed it off. Those things you say so people don’t make a big deal. But my special day is becoming an anguished night because my girlfriend couldn’t even be bothered to send a text. I don’t want to assume the worst, but right now, things look pretty damn bleak.

Rachel keeps trying to reassure me, but her words ring hollow. I just want this night to end so I can go to bed and put this day behind me.

At my door, a gift basket catches our eye — overflowing with chocolates and sweets that bring an involuntary smile to my lips.

“What’s this?” Rachel asks, cocking her chin toward it.

“Looks like a gift basket stuffed with chocolate,” I say as we both crouch down to peek inside at the bounty.

“Ooh, and there’s a nice bottle of champagne too — the really expensive kind,” Rachel notes appreciatively. “Seems someone’s been by while we were out. I wonder who it could possibly be?” she asks in an exaggerated tone.

“I’ve got a pretty good hunch,” I sigh, a glimmer of hope flickering in my chest. “At least, I hope so.”

“It’s from Inés!” Rachel announces after shamelessly tearing open the envelope accompanying the basket, ruining my chance at a surprise. “Want me to read the note to you?”

I roll my eyes but can’t help an amused grin at her comment. I know Rachel can never resist romantic intrigue like this — she’s a true die-hard romantic at heart. I still vividly remember the sappy rom-com movie marathons she forced me to endure after my bad breakup with Savannah.

Rachel clears her throat and adopts an overly dramatic tone. “Nicole, I’m so very sorry for arriving late. The gift basket was meant to be a birthday surprise for you. I’d also made dinner reservations at that cozy little Italian place where we went on our first date. But unfortunately, an emergency surgery came up this afternoon that ended up becoming extremely complicated. Thankfully, everything turned out alright in the end, but it took far, far longer than anticipated. I did stop by your place earlier, but you weren’t home. Please give me a call tomorrow. I feel just terrible about this. I truly hope you can forgive me — it’s quite difficult to make phone calls from the operating room.”

“Damn,” I mutter under my breath, shaking my head.

“Oh, and there’s also a weekend getaway invitation included here — wine tasting event at a vineyard in the Finger Lakes region, with a night’s stay at some luxury boutique hotel,” Rachel adds, pulling out a second envelope tucked into the overflowing basket.

“Now I just feel stupid,” I confess, my voice cracking a little as a wave of emotion suddenly rises within me. I bite my lower lip, blinking back the faint sting of tears.

“You couldn’t have known, hon. Don’t be so hard on yourself,” Rachel says gently, giving my shoulder a comforting squeeze.

“But I should have assumed something came up with work. I know how unpredictable her schedule can be,” I reply, a sharp pang of remorse hitting me square in the chest. “God, there were moments tonight when I was fully ready to break things off with her altogether over a missed phone call.” Just voicing that thought aloud makes me wince.

“Maybe text her at least?” Rachel suggests gently.

While she cracks open one of the chocolate boxes from the gift basket, my fingers fly across my phone’s keyboard, quickly typing out a short message to Inés — just saying thanks and wishing her sweet dreams. Mere seconds after hitting send, my ringtone chimes.

“Hello?” I answer softly.

“Nicole, I thought you’d be furious with me. I’m so very sorry,” Inés replies, voice heavy with remorse.

“Yeah, I was upset. I assumed you’d forgotten my birthday. But then I found your beautiful gift. Thank you so much,” I confess in a whisper, unable to keep a foolish grin from spreading across my face.

“I truly am sorry, you know. Please believe that,” Inés says earnestly.

“I know, I know. You were saving lives — I need to get used to that being your priority,” I reply lightly, trying to ease the tension. “I acted like a sulky child about it. I’m the one who should be apologizing here, not you.”

“So you were quite angry with me then?” Inés asks hesitantly.

“Very,” I admit.

In the background, Rachel jokingly yells, “She was ready to dump you, Doctor Torres!” before I frantically wave at her to zip it.

“Don’t listen to her exaggerations,” I add quickly.

There’s a thoughtful pause on the line before Inés speaks again. “I suppose we both made mistakes here. I should have called first thing this morning to warn you it might be a late birthday surprise. Waiting until the final hour was foolish, given my unpredictable schedule.”

“At least you have a decent excuse — saving lives. That tends to cover a multitude of sins,” I joke lightly, hoping to dissolve any lingering tension. Soon, we’re chatting comfortably again, making weekend getaway plans, blowing kisses through the phone like silly teenagers.

Finally crawling into bed, New York’s usual sleepless energy hums outside, but inside me, there is only peace now. Tonight, I sleep cradled in her comforting words like a lullaby.




Chapter 19
Inés Torres

Today, my workday was so grueling even a zombie would’ve sprinted away from it. Yet here I am, half-asleep at the wheel, driving to Nicole’s apartment like a moth to a flame.

In this case, the moth is clearly a certain sleep-deprived surgeon who missed her girlfriend’s birthday and is now arriving fashionably late the next day.

Just perfect.

During the drive, I must crank open the window, letting the brisk night air slap me awake. I breathe a sigh of relief when I finally park safely, exhausted and aching as if I’d been hit by a truck. Twice.

Before getting out, I take a deep breath and grip the steering wheel, trying to anchor myself.

“Ugh, Nicole’s going to kill me,” I mutter under my breath.

After locking the car, I hastily pull my hair into a messy bun and smooth out my rumpled clothes, not wanting to look like something freshly unearthed.

“Alright, let’s just get this over with,” I psych myself up with a sigh.

But before my knuckles can rap the door, it swings open abruptly. Nicole stands before me, soft curls spilling over her shoulders. She’s wearing one of my old med school hoodies, the fabric pulled taut across her frame. It’s such an endearing sight I momentarily forget my guilt, unable to stop a smile.

“It’s comfy, and you left it here,” she explains, noticing my gaze linger on the shirt.

Before I can start apologizing, Nicole steps forward and pulls me into a warm hug. For a split second, I stiffen, caught off guard.

“You’re not angry?” I ask, unable to mask my surprise.

“Well, at least this time you warned me you had a double shift and would be late,” she replies breezily.

“Lowe called in sick, so Arya and I had to cover his surgeries, too,” I explain.

“I know, it’s okay,” Nicole assures, pressing two fingers to my lips. “I get your job is demanding. Just give me a heads up, alright? No need to apologize.”

“I promise I’ll make it up to you,” I vow earnestly.

“I’ll hold you to that, Doctor Torres,” Nicole teases before pulling me into a wonderful kiss.

When we finally separate, she fixes me with her striking blue eyes and takes my hand, leading me to the other end of her apartment.

“I’ve got a surprise for you,” she purrs mysteriously.

We stop outside the bathroom door. Nicole swings it open with a flourish as if performing a magic trick.

“Ta-da!” she announces, and I blink in surprise.

The tub is filled with steaming water, and the mirrors fogged up. It’s a bath that seems to be screaming my name.

“Did you throw in a bath bomb?” I ask, unable to contain my delight at the swirling colors in the water and the lavender scent permeating the air.

Nicole looks immensely pleased with herself. “Thought you could use some relaxation after so many hours working.” She kisses my cheek, keeping hold of my hand.

“When do you want to move in together?” I joke.

“Whenever you’d like,” she murmurs, trailing two fingers along my jawline to meet my lips in a soft kiss.

“You forgot my rubber ducky,” I quip as we pull apart.

“You are such an idiot!” Nicole protests playfully with an exaggerated eye roll. “I’ll remember next time.”

She starts undressing me slowly, savoring each moment like it is some kind of ritual. Her movements are gentle, almost reverent, memorizing every inch of newly exposed skin. Despite my exhaustion, my body readily responds to her caresses.

Nicole takes her time on each button, her gaze burning with intensity. She strips me as if unwrapping a priceless gift, stepping back when finished to admire with a satisfied sigh that makes me shiver.

Drawing near again, her touch grows more passionate now, wringing soft moans from my lips. I arch into her touch, a burning sensation blooming everywhere she strokes.

Sensing my growing arousal, Nicole guides me into the steaming bath. I sink into the water with an involuntary groan, the enveloping heat seeping into my weary muscles as the lavender scent washes over me.

I hear Nicole chuckle knowingly as my eyes drift shut, fully surrendering to the sensations. “Feel nice, Doctor Torres?”

“Heavenly,” I breathe out blissfully.

And soon, my eyes widen as I watch Nicole take off her clothes until she is completely naked and gets into the bathtub with me.

Sitting on my back, she pours a nice stream of gel into her right hand and starts soaping my body with slow, circular motions that make me gasp. Every part of me comes alive under her touch.

The soap suds float between us, making little bubbles that drift through the water and reflect the light of the candles Nicole has lit. She has created such a relaxing atmosphere that it seems almost magical compared to the hustle and bustle of my daily life.

“I’m serious about moving in together,” I admit in a whisper.

“And I’m serious that we can do it whenever you want,” she replies, parting my hair to give me a loving nibble on the back of my neck.

At some point in our little relaxing bathing ritual, her hands start to get bolder, and when one of them slips between my legs, I can’t help but moan in pleasure. She moves the tip of one of her fingers between my lips, as if to make sure I’m ready for what’s coming next, and my heart skips several beats.

Pouring a little more gel on her hand, Nicole massages my tits, caressing them gently, hardening my nipples between her fingers. The soap feels like a tender caress on my areola, and I arch my back excitedly, seeking contact with her body.

Nicole seems to be enjoying herself, too, judging by how she rubs her breasts on my back or her ragged breathing as she kisses my neck and runs the tip of her tongue along it. A simple gesture that she knows turns me on like crazy.

Before I know it, Nicole slips one of her fingers inside me. I raise my right leg so she can put it a little deeper, but it’s not even necessary. She makes love to me in a very tender way, seeking the intimacy of the moment. I close my eyes and let myself fall back, leaning against her body, abandoned to the sensations caused by her fingers in my sex or her moans next to my ear.

And the warm water envelops us in an intimate embrace as she brings me to orgasm, her breasts sliding over my back as we move in perfect harmony. Our moans and the splashing of the water intermingled in a wonderful symphony.

Every caress, every kiss, seems destined to last forever. It’s one of those moments you never want to end. At times, I feel so good that I’m tempted to stay and live in Nicole’s bathtub, leaning against her body as she covers me with caresses and cuddles.

But the water starts to get cold, and Nicole gets up to grab a towel and wrap me in it as I get out.

She dries me gently, interspersed with kisses and caresses, then leads me to the bed.

“Do you want me to get a teddy bear?” she jokes as I lie down.

“I think I can settle for you to hold me while I fall asleep,” I confess, squinting.

“Sweet dreams, beautiful,” she whispers, reaching behind me and kissing me as she pulls the sheet over me.

I want to say something, but my eyes close, and my body gives in to exhaustion. The last thing I remember is a soft kiss on my cheek, an “I love you,” and the humming of something that sounds like a lullaby.

***

When I finally emerge from Morpheus’ embrace, I see Nicole beside me, watching intently. A soft smile playing on her lips.

“Have you just been watching me sleep all night? What time is it anyway?” I ask, disoriented.

“It’s 5am. You have very odd sleep patterns. And yes, I’ve been enjoying the show for a while,” she admits.

“Not sure if that’s incredibly sweet or kinda creepy,” I joke.

“Maybe a little creepy, but I love watching you sleep,” she murmurs, brushing a kiss over my forehead.

Nicole pauses, seeming to choose her next words carefully. “As for the past couple of days, I understand your job is demanding. I only ask that you be present when you can and include me in your life. That’s enough for me.”

Her words hit me like a ton of bricks, and for a moment, I’m speechless. I won’t repeat past mistakes — I know Carla suffered from my absence, and I’m determined not to put Nicole through the same.

“You’re going to regret saying that. I’m going to be so involved you’ll get sick of me,” I promise, pulling her close.

“I have my doubts, Torres, but I look forward to you trying,” Nicole sighs into my shoulder.

We lay entwined as the room lightens with dawn’s first glow. My palms skim down Nicole’s sides, fingertips tracing delicately over her warm skin. She shivers at my touch, nuzzling closer.

I kiss along the curve of her neck, nipping lightly. Nicole’s breath hitches, back arching. Our legs tangle together sensuously beneath the sheets.

My hands wander lower, caressing her inner thighs as my teeth graze her earlobe. Nicole gasps my name, fingers twisting urgently in my hair.

I kiss a meandering path down her stomach, glancing up to see her watching me through heavy-lidded eyes. Her expression of naked desire fuels the flames building within me.

“Just lie back and let me do everything,” I murmur.

Nicole trembles in anticipation as I finally put my mouth to better use, savoring her soft moans of pleasure. Dawn has never felt so sweet.




Chapter 20
Inés Torres — Two years later.

My entire world has changed radically in the past two years.

Nicole’s arrival turned my life upside down, but in the best way. Still, today holds a special meaning, unlike any other.

Today, I’m not Dr. Inés Torres, cardiac surgeon. I’m just Inés Torres, woman — poised to become a mother at any moment.

My mind races as I slide the scalpel across the patient’s chest with practiced ease. I’m caught in the whirlwind of an event about to forever alter my life. Nearby, a few floors up, Nicole is giving birth to our daughter right now.

The sterile scent of instruments and iodine fills my senses, reminding me that no matter how monumental our child’s impending arrival is, I must keep my focus anchored in this OR until the final suture is tied.

“Think ‘Atrium’ would work for a middle name?” Arya quips, incapable of complete silence even mid-surgery.

“Would you shut up,” I mutter in response.

“Well, if it was a boy, you could name him ‘Ventricle’, but for a girl...” she trails off jokingly.

I shake my head, rolling my eyes before refocusing. I relish the bitter, relentless anxiety swelling as I swallow. I can’t rush, yet I’ll hate myself for missing this precious moment.

My hands work steadily, sewing vessels and navigating the human maze with practiced motions. The monitor’s piercing staccato reminds me of the razor’s edge between life and death here.

My mind wars against a tangled swirl of emotions — fear of missing my child’s first breath, guilt at not being with Nicole in such a critical moment, and an underlying, burning love for her.

I glance at the clock, watching the hands crawl as if intentionally taunting me. The tension coursing through me now is unreal.

The nurse’s voice startles me from my swirling thoughts. “Doctor Torres, the valve is prepped and ready.”

I take a deep, centering breath and nod slowly, forcing myself to refocus on the open patient before me. Yet I can’t stop brief flashes invading my mind — images of Nicole up in the delivery room, her face etched with effort and determination as our lives stand poised on the precipice of profound change.

“Go to her, you idiot,” Arya hisses under her mask, sharp eyes glinting knowingly. “I’ll handle closing up here. You go meet your baby girl.”

I turn to look at her directly, seeking confirmation. Even with half her face obscured, I can vividly picture the huge grin she must be sporting beneath the surgical mask.

“Better change out of those bloody scrubs first, though,” she jokes with a pointed glance down at my soiled gown. “Don’t want the kid getting scared and refusing to come out!”

I hesitate, uncertainty still plaguing me. “Are you absolutely sure about this?”

“Get the hell out of here already!” Arya insists firmly. “I don’t want you moping around regretting it forever if you miss your own child being born. Now scram!”

Sensing my lingering reluctance, she literally starts shooing me toward the OR doors. 

“Go, go! Shoo! Don’t make me drag you out myself, Torres. Go meet your baby girl and stop annoying me!!”

Suddenly, I’m hit by a tidal wave of turbulent emotions — relief so powerful it nearly steals my breath away. Underlying traces of fear for Nicole and our child. Joy bordering on delirium at the thought of finally holding this new life. But most of all, an overwhelming love expands in my chest, almost painful in its immensity.

“You owe me a fancy dinner at the nicest restaurant in New York for this, idiot!” Arya yells after me as I strip off gloves and gown in a blur. 

Nicole Hunt

I clench my fists until the knuckles blanch white as another wave of agony rolls through me. Each contraction is a raging tempest, a primal force dominating my senses. The thought of finally cradling my daughter is all that keeps me going.

“Too late for an epidural?” I gasp out during the next vicious cramp.

The nurse shakes her head, arching her brows as if to say, “I told you so.”

“Damn, this hurts!” I grunt, mind flashing to Inés. Please let her finish surgery soon. I need her hand to squeeze, her steadying presence beside me.

The monitor’s piercing beeps punctuate rhythmically as pain rips through me like a wild beast. Yet, in those fleeting moments of rest, joy flickers through the haze. I’m about to meet our baby — our little miracle.

“Where the hell is Inés?” I yell as contractions renew their assault.

“Doctor Torres will be here any minute,” the obstetrician assures, squeezing my shoulder. “Let’s just focus on delivering this baby.”

“As stubborn as her other mother already,” I quip through gritted teeth, trying to lighten the mood despite my very real worries that Inés might miss this. I understand her dedication to patients, and the surgery was long scheduled, but I’m terrified of undergoing this alone.

“You’re doing great, Nicole. Just a little more,” encourages the doctor.

It’s terrifying and thrilling and profound, a swirling vortex of emotions. I wouldn’t trade this moment, yet long for Inés by my side.

Then she bursts through the doors, still in scrubs. “Inés!” I gasp in relief.

“How is it going?” she asks, grasping my hand tightly.

“Your daughter refuses to come out yet,” I complain. Inés’ smile soothes me.

I bear down with a guttural scream that echoes off the tiles. Our baby comes into the world bellowing mightily as Inés weeps. That cry is the most beautiful sound I’ve ever heard.

“Doctor Torres, would you like to cut the umbilical cord?” the obstetrician offers warmly.

“I...I don’t know if I can,” Inés stammers, eyes brimming with tears that won’t leave our newborn’s scrunched face.

“Oh right, I forgot scissors are far too complicated for a cardiac surgeon,” the doctor jokes wryly.

“Ooh, let me do it!” Arya chimes in, barging into the delivery room. “I’ll just stand back here so I don’t see anything I shouldn’t,” she laughs, covering her eyes theatrically and moving behind me.

Inés’ hands, usually so steady, tremble noticeably as she grasps the scissors, unable to look away from our daughter.

“You sure you don’t want me to handle this, Torres?” Arya presses jokingly.

Tears stream down Inés’ cheeks as she makes the cut. Her eyes shine with awe, love, and a hint of fear — everything is different now, forever changed.

Watching Inés’ face awash with emotions, our baby’s first cries echoing loudly, I’ve never felt such profound happiness. It’s unbelievable that a chance encounter on my podcast led us to this beautifully messy, extraordinary moment.

“We’re mothers,” I whisper as they nestle the swaddled newborn on my chest.

The outside world spins on, oblivious to the miracle we just witnessed. But time stands still in this room that contains our whole world — just the three of us.

I know as I watch Inés tenderly stroke our daughter’s downy cheek this is our own version of “happily ever after.” Not perfect, not a fairytale — but ours. That’s all that matters.

True love means finding your own flawed perfection amidst the chaos of life. Inés and I have found ours.
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However, reality comes crashing down when the patient finally awakens, revealing herself to be a moody, self-absorbed woman who bears no resemblance to the person Rachel had come to love in her mind. As Dr. Harris grapples with her unexpected feelings, she must confront the blurred lines between fantasy and reality, desire and responsibility.


Don’t miss this mesmerizing sapphic medical romance that delves into the complexities of love, self-discovery, and the journey of personal growth. 

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 stand-alone 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 so far: 

 
	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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