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CHAPTER ONE

SOME DAYS WERE PERFECTION. Some days sucked. Most days were in between. Unfortunately, it seemed the universe was choosing suck today.

Marisol’s patient had spent six years dealing with infertility. She’d come to Barcelona Hospital’s Assisted Reproduction Clinic three years ago. Now the test results in Marisol’s hands were going to ruin that dream. Instead of a positive pregnancy test, Marisol was about to confirm her worst suspicions.

Her spouse was cheating…and had left her with a, luckily treatable, sexually transmitted disease.

“You frown any harder, and you may be stuck with the frown forever. At least that is what my grandmother used to say.” Dr. Izan Lopez gave her a grin as he walked up. The man was hot. And he knew it. He’d also dated more than half the eligible women in Barcelona.

Technically an overstatement, but not by much, according to the nurses’ station gossip.

The man was a playboy through and through. He never stuck around for long, though no one seemed to mind. So he must be up front about it.

Which was more than Marisol’s ex-husband could say.

“Today’s news doesn’t merit any smiles.” She passed him the tablet with the results. Her patient had seen Izan a handful of times.

Marisol handled the early days of pregnancy in the assisted fertility clinic. Embryo transfers. First blood draws. First ultrasounds. Her days were a mix of telling a couple the best news ever, and passing out more tissues than she ever wanted.

While Marisol was an OBGYN and could deliver a baby, she was only on call a handful of times a month in the delivery suite. It was Izan who got the happy couples when they were out of the first trimester.

The first screams of an infant; the happy tears of the parents; the final stretch of a long-awaited pregnancy and the welcoming of a baby… That was how he spent most of his days.

However, he was an expert in assisted reproduction, too. He knew the ins and outs of every step. Which meant he knew exactly what he was looking at…and why. This was not the first time they’d caught a cheating partner because of mandatory tests done as part of the assisted reproductive process. And it wouldn’t be the last.

He bit his lip as he looked over the results. “Damn.”

“It’s treatable.” Words she’d tell Carla, the patient. Words she knew were not going to give her much relief.

Izan blew out a breath. “She suspect?”

Marisol knew what he was asking. Is she prepared? Or as prepared as possible? Or are you about to destroy a fantasy that never existed?

The news was the same, no matter which. The reaction might be different. But Carla knew. Or at least suspected.

But even when that was the case, you wanted to hope that you were imagining it. Acting “crazy.” A terrible term, but it was shucked at more than one woman when they asked if there was someone else.

Marisol’s ex-husband had thrown it at her more than once. Even added it to the list of her faults he’d made for her when she filed for divorce. She’d accepted it as the truth for far too long. Not anymore. She’d determined to be herself, even if that included being “crazy.” Which meant she’d made it past the first date exactly two times in the last four years. And never got to a third. She was always the one who ended it. No sense wasting time…or getting hurt.

Carla knew what was coming. That didn’t mean she wasn’t hoping to be wrong. Wasn’t hoping she was reading into things.

“Yes, she suspects. Even so…” Marisol required every couple that came to the clinic go through counseling. Infertility was a deep struggle. The worst thing many couples ever went through. More than one didn’t make it.

Izan nodded. “Even so, she’s hoping she’s wrong.” He tilted his head, and a curl fell almost over his eye. The man was effortlessly sexy, even when he was looking at poor lab reports.

It was not the first time he’d seemed to read her mind. At the clinic they were in sync in a way she’d never had with another colleague. She was grateful he understood exactly what she was thinking. This line of work was stressful, even when you were giving great news.

When you weren’t…

“Good luck. And I’m sorry. Bad news always sucks the life out of the day.”

“Thanks.” Marisol turned to the room where Carla was waiting. Postponing this wasn’t going to make it better. She stepped to the door and braced herself before opening it and offering Carla a greeting.

“It’s positive. I can tell by the look on your face. I knew it.” Carla squared her shoulders. “I am going to kill him.”

The bravado burned away quickly, and Marisol passed her a tissue as the first sob started.

“How? How? How could he do something like this? We had plans. Oh my god.” Carla placed a hand over her heart, then buried her head in her hands.

Marisol waited. There were no easy answers here. Carla’s life, as she knew it, was over. What came next would be hard.

Marisol knew that because she’d faced a nearly identical predicament four years ago. She hadn’t found out via an STD test but by coming home early to find her husband in bed with the coworker he’d told her repeatedly not to worry about.

Each time she’d asked, he’d thrown a line at her causing doubt. Made her the bad guy for suspecting. Number ten on the list…always suspicious! For almost a year she’d lived in a state of denial. Knowing but also hoping she was wrong. Hoping the condescending looks her husband gave when she braved the questions were simply because she was reading too much into a platonic situation.

Even so, finding out for sure wasn’t easy. It wasn’t satisfying. It wasn’t a big aha moment. It wasn’t some movie where she drank a glass of wine. Burned her wedding dress and started dating right away to meet the one she should have been with all along.

Her life shattered that day. Glass shards scattered at the base of the future she’d thought secure. She’d put most of the pieces back together. Most. She was stronger now. No breaking.

Because I don’t risk letting anyone get close.

“I was going to have a family.” The wail echoed through the room. Carla pressed both her hands over her mouth, like she could force the cries back in. But the sobs were breaking all around.

She still could have a family. This didn’t change that, only the partner in the picture. Marisol had helped more than one couple that had at least one partner who’d divorced previously. And there were women who chose to go this path alone. There were options for parenthood that did not include the cheating scum she was mourning right now.

But now was not the time to remind Carla of those options. Now was the time for screams. For tears. For the ripping up of the old in preparation for the new.

While it was little comfort now, one day she’d be happy she didn’t share a child with a man who treated her so poorly.

“What now?” Carla’s eyes were glossy with tears, but there was strength there, too.

“Now I prescribe an antibiotic that will clear this from your system in seven days. You come back in six weeks, and we double-check to make sure the infection is cleared.” It was a standard course of treatment. If a patient followed through with all doses, more than ninety percent of cases were cured.

“That isn’t what I meant.” Carla coughed into the tissue and took the next one that Marisol handed her.

She knew what Carla meant. But it was important to address the condition. While it was treatable, long-term infection could impact fertility. The medical issue with this couple was actually with the cheater, but she didn’t want to diminish Carla’s chances.

Marisol put the tablet away and moved toward the bed. Her job was over—technically. Prescription issued. Information given. Some doctors might walk out now. But she couldn’t just leave Carla alone yet.

She sat on the edge of the patient’s bed, barely touching the side. Professional distance but close enough to make sure Carla knew what she was about to say was genuine. “After you finish your treatment, or even while you are on it, you take a few days to figure out what path you want to walk.”

“What path? There is only one path, divorce.” Carla bit the words out between sobs. “Divorce. Divorce.”

With each repetition of the word Carla’s body shook a little harder. The D-word was not what someone thought of when they met their partner at the altar. But it was a reality for a not-so-small number of individuals. It was scary, but it wasn’t the end of the world.

“I’m divorced. I won’t tell you it’s easy, but there are many paths in divorce. You control the narrative.” Marisol took a deep breath; she didn’t usually address her personal life with patients, but she was willing to make an exception in these situations. “I divorced due to infidelity. It was many years ago. I have the life I want. I won’t pretend it was easy or painless, but it was worthwhile.”

“Do you have a family?”

Marisol smiled. “I do not have children. But I never planned to have children. I love helping people create families. It’s my life’s work. But I have no pull toward motherhood besides helping others achieve their dreams. You do. And you will be a mom someday. I believe that.”

“Thank you. I’ll pick up the scrip and get on the schedule for a retest. But I won’t see you for that.” Carla wiped a tear away.

There was no anger in her voice. Just resolution. Marisol only saw individuals and couples going through fertility treatments. Carla’s next step was a standard OBGYN appointment.

“Do you have any other questions for me?” Marisol offered a smile, wishing there was more she could do to comfort the woman.

“No. But thanks.”

Marisol nodded and headed to the door. There was one more thing she could do for her patient.

She marched to the reception area. Her best friend, Lucia, had worked at the reception desk for years. She was the reason Marisol was in Barcelona.

After her divorce, Lucia and her wife had begged Marisol to move here. To get away. A fresh start. Something Marisol desperately needed and Lucia never let her forget.

“I need to you schedule Carla Hernandez for an STD retest panel in a few weeks at the regular OB clinic. And put her in on a day where she is least likely to see moms coming in for their postpartum checkups, please.”

Infertility stole joy. And it was hard for many women to see others with what they didn’t yet have. Carla was already going through too much. She didn’t need that added burden.

“Will do. Tonight?” Lucia raised a brow.

“Not really feeling it.” Marisol had learned long ago that Lucia was a master at compartmentalization. She could hear terrible news, work with it and then move on to the next thing with ease.

It was a skill Marisol coveted. One she was better at these days, but there was a cost to it. She was a hard candy shell. Things bounced off, because she refused to break again.

feeling it. That is why Gab“You are never feeling it. That is why Gabi and I have to force the issue.” She winked. “You haven’t dated since the divorce. We have a deal. Until you meet it, I get to keep bringing it up.”

This was a running discussion. A running one-sided discussion. Less a deal and more a statement made by Lucia two years ago that she’d give Marisol a pass on dating pushes once she gave dating a real try. Lucia argued that Marisol never gave a man the chance to get close. She ended it before they could find a real connection.

“You found true love,” Marisol protested. “You should be happy with that and leave me alone. And getting close—connecting—is the issue, Lucia. Most people end relationships because of little things that once upon a time they found cute. One day they just become annoying.” Her husband had had a list of things about Marisol that annoyed him by the end.

A list she kept in her nightstand to remind herself that, unlike her mother, she was fine choosing singlehood over staying with a man who didn’t love her.

“Not real partners. They never get annoyed by personality traits. Not really.” Lucia offered the same line she always did.

Marisol looked toward the closed door where Carla was mourning her marriage. She never wanted to be in that situation again. But she was also tired of this recurring conversation. “You know. You’re right. I will go out tonight.”

Lucia hid her surprise fast, but Marisol caught it.

“Tonight I will find a man.”

“Hey!”

“Not finished.” Marisol held up a finger. “I will find a man and date him until he gets annoyed by something I am not willing to change. And you’ll see that it takes probably two dates—or less.”

Lucia chuckled. “You know what. Fine. You go out tonight with us and ask a man out and don’t end things immediately, and I will shut up.”

“Forever…” Marisol raised a brow.

“Agreed! Patient incoming. See you at seven. Wear something hot.” Her friend turned her chair around, and Marisol rolled her eyes.

Fine. Tonight she’d initiate plan get Lucia to stop pushing partnership. She’d walk up to a hot guy, ask him to dance. Go out on a few dates with him, holding nothing back and stop the not-constant-but-consistent push to date by her friends when he walked away. Probably by date two or three.

Why were happily married friends always so sure their love could be recreated? Lucia and Gabi were perfect together. Blissfully in love for more than a decade. They were couple goals. Couple goals Marisol had coveted. She’d craved what they had. Even though she was already married. It was harder to ignore red flags when you got to witness true love.

This task should be easy. She just had to let the man end things, rather than rushing the ending she knew was coming.

She understood she was attractive in the conventional sense. Long dark hair. Bold dark eyes. A nice figure. Her ex-husband had actually expounded on her looks a lot.

Number twenty-five. Dressing sexy for men when you go out.

Number six. Not dressing sexy for me at home.

In other words, you’re gorgeous but not catering to me. There was no way to win the game he’d set up for her, but he’d refused to give her the rule book. Her father had done the same with her mother. And her mother had judged her for leaving!

“How did it go?” Izan was putting his tablet into the charger.

Marisol didn’t really want to rehash it, but she also wasn’t interested in continuing down the mental path she was walking. “As well as it could. Which is to say terribly.” She shrugged. “Some days are just sucky.”

Izan leaned against the wall. “Yeah. What do you do to drive the bad days away?”

She blinked, not sure why the man was asking. They had a professional relationship. Friendly enough. But what she knew of him outside the office was based on the whispers of others. In the office they gave each other excellent professional support. But she had no idea what his backstory was. No idea what he did on his evenings out. No real idea about anything outside of the office.

It was safer that way. She’d met her ex in the workplace. She was of course aware that feelings blossomed when you were around people for extended periods. She’d been grateful that her ex’s pharmaceutical career had taken him to another hospital before she’d discovered his cheating.

“Marisol?” Her name on his lips was sweet.

A tingle she did not want to acknowledge slipped down her spine. Maybe Lucia was right. She should go on a few dates just to make sure she didn’t react to a blasé question from a stunning coworker.

“Sorry. Long day, and now I have to go out with Lucia and her wife tonight.”

He raised a brow. “Have to?”

She flipped her hand. “I mean, I could cancel, but then I’d hear about it forever. Working with your best friend has a lot of advantages, but…”

Izan let out a laugh. “But it can be frustrating and annoying. You have no idea how glad I am that Mateo and I don’t work together. The man has become insufferable since he got married.”

“I think when people find love, they feel like others should have it, too.” She looked over her shoulder at Lucia. A picture of her and Gabi on their wedding day was on her desk. Marisol had stood as the matron of honor that day.

And part of me wished my marriage felt like Lucia and Gabi’s.

That was as uncomfortable a truth today as it was then. She’d wanted that kind of love. The movie kind. The kind poems were written about. The kind where people interviewed old people on benches and teared up when they described how the forty plus years they’d been together wasn’t even close to enough.

Lucia had it. So it was possible.

But it was way more likely to end up broken. Starting over with a bruised heart. That was what most people got. Rooting for the fairy tale was pointless.

Safety was lonely. But it was safe.

“I hope you have a good night, Marisol.” He gave her a tiny tip of his head. His dark gaze holding hers for a just a second.

Her throat closed up. She had no trouble imagining why women flocked to him. It was only after he’d walked down the hall that she realized she hadn’t asked him what he did to relax after a rough shift.

He’s the hospital playboy. You know what he does.



Izan slid back into his chair, a little out of breath from the dance he’d just shared with a woman who’d approached him. He grabbed his beer and took a deep sip before he looked at his best friend. “What were we talking about?”

Mateo rolled his eyes. “I was saying that you need to give dating a try.”

“I do give dating a try.” Izan chuckled. “Often! Why, tonight I have danced with six women and—” he winked “—three of them gave me their phone numbers.” He held up the little pieces of paper. Paper was old school, but he didn’t have women put their names in his cell phone. That felt too personal. Izan did not do personal.

“You know what I mean.”

Izan rolled his eyes and took another deep pull from his beer. He knew exactly what his friend meant. He was glad Mateo was happy. Thrilled to have stood as best man for his friend a year ago. More thrilled that he was going to be a godparent in a little more than six months. But the man’s conversion from wingman to besotted husband was not what life had in store for Izan.

He was fine with his happy-go-lucky love life. He’d heard a few whispers that he only went on two dates with a woman. It wasn’t always two, but it certainly wasn’t ever enough for anyone to catch feelings. He made sure everyone had a great time. And everyone parted ways sated and with feelings still fully in check. No one got hurt.

The fact that the thrill wasn’t there as much anymore… Well, that was just part of getting older. Having higher standards and less alcohol tolerance.

“I bet if you dated someone for at least two months, then you’d sing a different tune.”

“Uh-huh.”

Two months was the time Mateo had given himself with Julia. It was supposed to be a simple test
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