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Before. After. Always.

Unexpectedly, loss can teach us how to love.

For Eliza Walsh, life is full of risk. She knows a
thing or two about pain, and not just from her job as chief
resident at the hospital. She’s reeling from a car accident that
took the life of the only woman she’s ever loved, and her parents’
betrayal has strained their relationship to the point of
nonexistence.

But Blake Navarro enters the picture and challenges
Eliza’s cautious way of living. Blake’s everything she isn’t: open,
carefree, and a little reckless. When Eliza discovers that Blake,
too, is healing from a huge loss, she feels seen, understood, and
less alone.

As Eliza and Blake fall for each other, they heal in
ways they never expected. But when Eliza’s troubled past catches up
with her, it changes everything, and she has to decide if fully
opening her heart is worth the risk.
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gigantic teenage emotions and got right down to the heart of me.
I’m not a swimmer and I wasn’t out in high school, but I swear I
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Chapter One

The high-pitched screech of the flatline cut through
the tension in the operating room.

Eliza and her team quickly switched gears,
abandoning the tools in their hands to begin chest compressions on
the nineteen-year-old boy.

Eliza couldn’t lose him. She gave him CPR until
sweat beaded her forehead, and her triceps burned.

This was all too familiar. Tears threatened, and
when she tried to swallow them back, a pain tugged at her
throat.

After several minutes, she was out of breath and
pronounced him dead. The realization tore through her body. As the
anesthesiologist removed the mask, Eliza observed the patient’s
lack of facial hair under the bruises and lacerations. He’d never
been given the chance to grow it.

She stepped out into the hallway and rested her head
against the blue-gray wall. The same thirteen-year-old memories
flooded her mind at a time when she needed to hold it together. She
wondered if Tess’s doctors had thought the same thing right after
they’d pronounced her dead. She’d still had a lip ring that she
never had the chance to grow out of, newly straightened teeth from
the retainer she’d used nightly, and random zits that had broken
out on her forehead.

Now came the hardest part of her job. She had to
tell the family of her nineteen-year-old patient that their loved
one had died. She would witness their lives split into a Before and
an After. She had done this before but never for a patient this
young, as young as Eliza had been when her life had split in
two.

As she walked to the waiting room, she ran over the
words in her head. Telling the family that their son had died from
hypovolemic shock before she even had a chance to save him tore her
in two. It was all too real. The mother and father broke down, and
the two preteen siblings stared at their parents as they slowly
processed Eliza’s words. The throbbing in her throat became
stronger, making it almost impossible for her to offer sympathetic
words.

The clothes underneath her white coat suddenly
weighed a ton.

She needed air.

When she stepped outside, she let the warm early
July air fill her lungs as her emotional seams burst. She couldn’t
believe she hadn’t been able to save him. She couldn’t believe the
first week of her last year of residency resulted in losing a
teenage patient.

Memories flooded her mind again, tossing, turning,
and mixing with the fresh ones. She rested her back against the
building and cried.

Deep breaths. That was what she’d learned from years
of therapy dealing with her own trauma. Deep breaths. Grounding
herself in the present. But it was all too real. Her mind glitched
and sent her back to the hospital when she was eighteen, hooked up
to machines that prevented her from running all over the building
to try to find and save Tess.

“Dr. Walsh?” a familiar deep voice said. Without
opening her eyes, Eliza knew it was Dr. Norman. His warm, giant
hand rested on her shoulder for a moment. “Are you okay?”

She wanted to remain professional and tell her
superior that she was fine, that she was able to continue her
eighteen-hour shift without being an unstable mess, knowing that
this was the extremely unfortunate and hardest part of her job. But
there was still a part of her that worried he would cite her for
unprofessional conduct. She was supposed to keep her emotions in
check so they didn’t get in the way of patients’ health and
safety.

“I’m so sorry, Dr. Norman,” she said, wiping her
face with the collar of her white coat. “This is so unprofessional
of me—”

“Grieving is a healthy reaction to sadness.”
Underneath his professionalism and stoicism, Eliza could still hear
the immense empathy in his voice. It was enough for her to open her
eyes and expose her tear-stained face.

“It all happened so fast,” she said as fresh sobs
bubbled in her throat. “I couldn’t even start…he was so young.” A
cry flew out of her, and she covered her mouth to prevent any more
from filling the space around them. “God, I’m so sorry, Dr. Norman.
I shouldn’t be reacting like this.”

“Real doctors cry, Dr. Walsh.”

She’d always admired Dr. Norman for a myriad of
reasons. His knowledge, his experience, his guidance, but she
especially admired how he carried himself through the toughest days
and surgeries. Many surgeries were successful, but of course, some
weren’t, and he was always able to remain calm during the
tumultuous emotions surrounding failure and death. He was able to
deliver news sympathetically and with kindness, but he never cried.
He didn’t have to. He showed his emotions in his words and his
reactions. Eliza was taken aback by his admission now. “What?”

“Don’t let any other doctor fool you. We see the
worst of the worst. How can you not feel something when it goes
wrong? I would be lying if I said I’ve never cried after losing a
patient.”

“He’s my youngest patient who…” She paused and
considered her next words carefully. “I’m sorry. This one really
hits close to home.”

“Would you like to talk about it?”

She didn’t expect him to ask, but as he did, her
heart swelled with so much respect for him.

“Let’s just say, I’ve been on the other side of it,”
she said, picking at her thumb cuticle. “When I was eighteen. I
lost my girlfriend in an accident. I was the driver.”

“Oh, wow. I’m really sorry to hear that, Dr. Walsh,”
Dr. Norman said and rested a comforting hand on Eliza’s shoulder
again. “I had no idea.”

“It’s what made me want to be a doctor. I lost the
most important person to me, so I wanted to save lives and make up
for the one I couldn’t. And now…I couldn’t save another kid. It’s
just…it really hit me.”

“This was a hard one, even for an old doctor like
me. After a while, you get used to the downsides of our job, but
that doesn’t mean it can’t really get to you. You’re allowed to be
sad. I still am with every patient I lose. You’re an incredible
surgeon, Dr. Walsh. You have a bright career ahead of you. You did
everything you could. You need to know that. Feel free to take as
much time as you need. I’m always here if you want to talk about it
more.”

“Thank you, Dr. Norman. I really appreciate
that.”

He patted her shoulder one last time before he
headed inside.

Eliza took advantage of those extra minutes he’d
given her to process what had happened. She needed them to push
through and care for the rest of her patients until her shift was
over. But she couldn’t shake the kid out of her head.

It was morning by the time she got home. Her
roommate Allison sat at the kitchen table drinking a large mug of
coffee. Eliza couldn’t understand why she woke up at six a.m.
during her summer vacation. She felt like most teachers took
advantage of the freedom they had in the summer. But not Allison.
She was an early riser and probably the only millennial to
subscribe to a physical newspaper. She drank her coffee and had
The San Diego Union-Tribune spread across the table with her
glasses perched on the end of her nose as if she was a
sixty-five-year-old trapped in a thirty-one-year-old’s body.

“Hey. How was the shift? I’m about to make eggs and
bacon. Want some?” The caffeine seemed to have already hit and sped
up her words in her perky accent.

Eliza possessed no culinary skills—on top of working
long hours—so Allison usually left her some dinner during her day
shifts or cooked breakfast after her night shifts. Even though
Eliza’s stomach growled, she shook her head and tossed her purse
and keys on an empty kitchen chair.

“Everything all right?” Allison asked.

“Bad night,” Eliza said, opening the fridge to pour
a glass of water. “A teenager died right before we started surgery.
Car accident.”

Allison lowered her mug. Her stare was so intense,
Eliza felt it wrapping her up in a hug. “Oh, Eliza, I’m so
sorry.”

“I just need to process it. It’s making me think too
much about Tess.”

Allison looked at her sympathetically. The two had
met during the hardest moment of Eliza’s life. Two weeks after Tess
died, Eliza had to continue on with life, the life she and Tess had
spent a year planning together. She’d moved cross-country to start
her freshman year at USC, and she’d done it alone. Instead of
having Tess as her roommate, the school had reassigned someone:
Allison Cassidy from Santa Cruz.

Eliza had felt bad for Allison, who was all excited
to start college, looking forward to befriending a new roommate and
everyone else on the floor, but it had been so hard for Eliza to
match the enthusiasm of the other freshmen as they’d started their
new lives. She’d started a new life too: her After. Poor Allison
had tried so hard to get to know her, and after two weeks of trying
to coax Eliza out of her shell, Allison had gotten hold of a handle
of Smirnoff vodka, and Eliza had drunkenly confessed and sobbed
during their first heart-to-heart. Once Eliza had opened up about
everything, becoming best friends was easy.

The two had lived together for all four years of
their undergrad and had been living together since they moved to
San Diego right after Eliza had finished medical school five years
ago. Over the course of their friendship, Allison had learned
exactly the right things to say and do to calm Eliza down from her
tumbling. Besides Eliza’s older sister, who still lived back home,
Allison was the one constant in Eliza’s life. They’d met when she’d
felt the most alone in the world. Waking up every day to continue
living after losing almost everything had seemed impossible. But
befriending Allison, who was always there for her, saved her.

She would always be grateful for her best
friend.

“You sure you don’t want me to make some breakfast?”
Allison said. “I can make pancakes. I need to use those blueberries
before they go bad. I promise to make them extra fluffy.”

“I don’t know. I think I just need to sleep—”

“No,” she said and got up. “You worked eighteen
hours.”

Eliza went to tell her that she’d eaten her leftover
Indian food and had stolen a Jell-O cup from the kitchen, but
Allison raised a finger and said, “That little bit of leftover
Indian and your usual Jell-O doesn’t count. How are you a doctor
and still eating like shit?”

“I’m a surgeon. Not a nutritionist. I’m useless in
the kitchen, but if you suddenly need an appendectomy, I’m your
girl.”

“Please let me make some pancakes?”

Eliza shrugged. “Fine. Let me get changed.”

Inside her room, she flipped the light on and looked
at the picture on her nightstand. She sat on the edge of the bed,
picked up the wooden frame, and ran a thumb over Tess’s beautiful
face. Seeing the youthful, innocent features of her patient, Eliza
had been reminded of how young she and Tess had been when the car
accident happened, how much life they’d still had to live together.
The picture had been taken at the end of their junior year in high
school, before life and families had twisted their relationship
into a knot so tight, they’d spent a year trying to untangle
themselves.

But they’d never fully gotten out of it. Time ran
out.

Eliza reached for her necklace, the one she’d worn
every day since she was eighteen. She swung the ten-dollar,
white-marbled, resin ring side to side on the silver chain, staring
into Tess’s beautiful hazel eyes and her glowing smile that was so
contagious, it got Eliza to smile every time.

“Tell me when it’s supposed to hurt less,” she said,
caressing the frame with her thumb. “Because today felt like the
night I lost you.”

Talking to Tess had become less of an occurrence
than right after she’d died. But it still helped her on the bad
days like this one, when she was reminded, yet again, how death
didn’t discriminate. It didn’t care about age or how wonderful the
person was.

How to separate a patient’s death from her own loss
was the one thing in med school she didn’t learn. She wondered if
the doctors trying to save Tess had been as upset as she was after
losing her teenage patient or if Tess blended into their memories
of the other patients they’d lost.

Eliza would remember the nineteen-year-old, the
youngest patient she’d lost, reminding her of the very reason she’d
decided to become a surgeon: to save lives and make up for the life
she couldn’t save thirteen years ago.

And like that fateful night, she’d failed yet
again.


Chapter Two

It was official. Blake had landed in hell.

She’d always had a sneaking suspicion that if heaven
and hell existed, she would make it to hell because of everything
she’d put her parents through as a teenager in her rebellious
phase, though she hoped she’d redeemed herself since. And also
because of that one girl she’d briefly dated who’d tried so hard to
pull her into the world of Christianity. Blake couldn’t fathom how
a very gay woman wore a cross every day, went to church every
Sunday, and even had a cross above her kitchen table. Once she’d
seen the cross in the kitchen, she was done. Out the door, and now,
surely the girl had made a deal with God to forbid Blake from
entering the gates of heaven.

And also because there was nothing straight about
Blake Navarro.

Not even her fractured tibia.

She slowly opened her eyes and traced the path of
tubes connecting her arms to the machines surrounding her, and
goddamn, was she inhaling flames from an inferno? It hurt every
time she took a breath.

Then her mother appeared from the fiery pits with
that scowl she’d given Blake thousands of times throughout Blake’s
thirty years. Jaw set, lips pursed, eyes drilling into Blake’s
half-open ones. She flinched at the sight of her mother, father,
and younger sister Jordan, and when she did so, she felt the neck
brace and noticed her left leg resting in an elevated sling.

“Blake Maria Navarro, what the hell have you gotten
yourself into?” her mother said.

She thought about it, trying to find the last memory
floating around. Yup, there was more pain. A familiar throbbing
banged against the walls of her brain like a pinball. She knew this
pain all too well from suffering a handful of concussions back in
her high school softball days. Her mother had a valid question.
What the hell did she get herself into?

The last thing she remembered, she was zipping down
Cabrillo Memorial Drive in Point Loma, enjoying the dusk falling on
the peninsula while the wind rippled through her faux leather
jacket. A few people lit fireworks in a belated Fourth of July
celebration. It was a beautiful evening, one that screamed for her
to take her motorcycle out for a joyride to enjoy the perfect
temperature, the ocean waves, and the sunset falling on the
Pacific.

And now she was in hell.

“What’s going on?” Blake muttered and regretted it
as the fire inside her rib cage ballooned when it met with the
oxygen filling up her lungs.

“You’re in the emergency room,” her father said, and
then gestured to something behind her. “Getting a blood transfusion
for your internal bleeding.”

“You got hit by a car, dumbass,” Jordan said.

Leave it to Jordan to continue to give her major
sass despite her being hit by a car and ending up in the ER. Wasn’t
it supposed to be the other way around? Wasn’t Blake, older by
three years, supposed to be “bullying” her younger sister? It had
always been Jordan teasing her, all throughout their childhood and
into adulthood.

Blake flipped off her sister and noticed her right
hand was covered in gauze. Every time she moved, she found a new
injury, like an Easter egg hunt all over her body.

“Road rash,” Jordan said. “It’s gnarly. You don’t
want to see what it looks like under there.”

“The doctor said once your internal bleeding has
resolved, you’ll need surgery for your leg,” her mom said. “How
many times did we tell you to get rid of that bike?”

A million times. She bought the bike when she became
the head chef at the family restaurant, something to treat herself
with for getting the title when she was only twenty-seven. That
deserved a celebration, and the fact that her Uncle Hugo and her
older cousin Marc trusted her enough to take on the executive chef
job at their upscale Mexican restaurant. She had no regrets for
buying Gisele, not even after all the nagging her family gave
her.

Until now. She had a few regrets.

The pain forced her back to sleep.

The next time Blake awoke, she was in a different
room, and the sun colored the sky outside the window. She wasn’t
sure how she’d slept through the night. Maybe it was a combination
of pain and medication. She felt loopy, like her mind was a ball
tumbling down a hill. She could barely open her eyes, and the
stabbing pain every time she breathed didn’t encourage her to speak
up.

As she started dozing off again, a team of doctors
came into the room. She didn’t have the energy to engage with them,
so she pretended to be asleep. She knew her parents would speak on
her behalf.

“Hello, I’m Dr. Walsh,” a female doctor said. “I’ll
be Blake’s doctor today—”

“Please tell us everything is okay,” her mom said
with a shaking voice. “She’s going to walk out of here?”

“We want to make sure of that, yes.”

Most things didn’t sound soothing early in the
morning, like her mom’s frantic voice, the obnoxious humming of the
machines surrounding her, or the constant chatter and screech of
shoes against the waxed floors in the hallways. But the doctor’s
voice was soothing. Blake wanted to see where the calm in
the middle of the chaos was coming from. When she opened her eyes,
she spotted a beautiful face above a white coat looking down at the
computer on a rolling table at the foot of the bed.

“You’re my doctor?” Blake asked weakly, the pain
medication encouraging her to speak.

The doctor glanced over from the computer and gave
her a warm smile. “I am.”

My doctor is a babe, Blake thought, widening her
eyes to take in more of her. Her blond hair fell in slight natural
waves to her shoulders, and those sapphire blue eyes made Blake’s
insides swarm. She didn’t think beautiful doctors like that existed
outside TV shows like Scrubs and Grey’s Anatomy.
Surely this had to be a dream…or the strong medication making her
see things.

“How are we feeling right now?” Dr. Walsh asked.

“Like shit,” Blake muttered. “But if you’re my
doctor, things are looking up.”

“Oh my God,” Jordan said through a laugh, and the
medical team joined in. “Are you seriously hitting on the doctor
right now?”

Her mom elbowed Jordan, and more muted laughs from
the other doctors ensued. She might not have shown it, but on the
inside, Blake smiled, not only because she was able to make the
doctors laugh so early in the morning but because her doctor was
gorgeous. It was basically a large dose of visual endorphins.

Ignoring the snickering as if nothing had happened,
Dr. Walsh turned on the illuminator on the opposite wall and pinned
Blake’s CT and X-ray results up for everyone to see.

“Blake has some pretty serious injuries,” she said.
“A tibia shaft fracture and three broken ribs. You can see here.”
She pointed to the cracks in the bones. “You got hit pretty badly,
Blake. You have multiple fractures all up and down your tibia.
That’s going to require surgery to fix.”

“Blake, what did you do to yourself?” her mom said,
shaking her head before turning to her.

Dr. Walsh turned off the illuminator. “The blood
transfusion worked. Your body has healed enough to stop any
internal bleeding on its own. Now we can go ahead and prep you for
surgery as soon as possible. What we’re going to do is realign your
tibia, and that will be done by inserting screws and rods.”

“Screws and rods?” her dad said.

“It sounds like a lot, but because of her multiple
fractures, I assure you, this is the best way to heal her leg. I’ll
be one of the doctors performing surgery on her—”

“How long is the surgery going to take?” her mom
asked.

“Several hours. Due to her other injuries, we’re
going to want to keep her here for a couple of days to monitor her.
Luckily, her leg is the worst of her injuries. She’ll be in a cast
for probably four to six months and will require physical therapy,
but it could be much worse. I consider her very lucky.”

“We do too,” her mom said and then looked at Blake.
“This is why we didn’t want you to have the bike.”

Blake closed her eyes to pretend like she didn’t
hear.

“That is one of the consequences of riding a
motorcycle,” Dr. Walsh added, which would only encourage her
parents’ nagging. “Cara, your nurse, will be coming in shortly to
prep you for surgery, and I’ll see you right before, okay?” Blake
gave a thumbs-up. “Great. We’re going to put you back together, and
you’re going to be almost as good as new.”

An hour later, Blake was in the pre-op room
answering the nurse’s questions about her medical history, and the
anesthesiologist walked through the drugs she would be given. It
had her nerves going. She’d only had surgery one other time, but
this was going to be her biggest one yet. Screws and rods were now
going to be part of her skeleton? Was she going to light up at the
airport? What happened if they fell out? Did these screws rust? How
the hell did they work?

She should have waited to ask her doctor these
questions because it would give her a reason to talk to her. But
Blake wasn’t thinking as sharply as normal. She thanked the pain,
the concussion, and all the medication for that.

“Hello, Blake,” Dr. Walsh said as she walked into
the room. “Are you still feeling okay?”

“I’m okay. Just nervous.”

“You’re in good hands, I promise. The orthopedic
surgeon has done this surgery plenty of times. I’ll be assisting
him and will make sure nothing goes wrong.”

“Like waking up in the middle?”

Dr. Walsh laughed. “Dr. Cindy, your
anesthesiologist, will make sure of that. You’ll sleep right
through it like a baby.”

“I trust you. Don’t let me down.”

“I won’t. I promise. Do you have any last-minute
questions? Concerns besides the nerves?”

Well, if she hadn’t asked her nurse all her stupid
questions, she would have had a list for Dr. Walsh, but maybe it
was a good thing she’d gotten the stupid questions out of the way
so she didn’t look clueless.

Blake attempted to shake her head but forgot yet
again about the neck brace preventing her from doing so. “Is this
brace even necessary?”

Dr. Walsh let out a small chuckle. “I know it isn’t
comfortable, but it’s going to support your neck while your tissues
heal. Your neck would hurt a lot worse without it. You’ll only need
it for a few days if everything goes as planned.”

“What about the inferno in my ribs?”

She smiled again. “Unfortunately, the best thing for
broken ribs is time and rest.”

Blake grunted. “This sucks.”

“I know, but my job is to fix you and make you feel
as comfortable as possible given your situation. And we’re going to
start by fixing that leg. I’ll be marking your leg for the surgery
site. Does that sound good?”

A thumbs-up added to Dr. Walsh’s smile as she used a
marker to draw the incision site.

“Do you have any other questions?” Dr. Walsh asked
when she finished.

“No, Doc.”

“Your anesthesiologist will be in shortly. I’ll see
you when you wake up and your leg is put back together.”

A part of Blake was scared to go under, but Dr.
Walsh’s face would distract her from the pain and give her
something to look forward to in the gloomy hospital. Silver lining
to all of this.

✥ ✥ ✥

Blake Navarro’s surgery was the definition of
successful; the lower residents and medical students could jot down
in their mental notebooks how a smooth and successful external
fixation went.

After giving Blake two hours to recover from the
surgery and anesthesia, Eliza went to her room to check on her,
finding Nurse Cara attending to her.

“How are we doing in here?” Eliza asked. She walked
over to the computer and typed away to pull up her charts.

Blake’s eyes were half-open, and she winced through
the pain as she tried getting comfortable in bed.

“She’s loopy and numb,” Cara said.

“What did you do to my leg?” Blake asked in a groggy
voice.

“I fixed it. I should ask what you did to your
leg.”

“I went out on a joyride.”

“A joyride straight to the hospital?”

A smile twitched Blake’s lips. Eliza glanced at her
vitals, making sure they were where they needed to be. As she did,
she could feel Blake watching her every move, and when Eliza looked
down, she noticed that Cara had wrapped Blake’s arms and hands in
new gauze, probably after putting on more ointment to help her road
rash. Given her circumstances, it was a miracle that the only
injuries to her head were a mild concussion, proof that wearing a
helmet really did pay off.

“Do I get to leave soon?”

“No. We’re going to keep you here tonight. Make sure
your leg heals the way we want it and monitor those broken ribs to
make sure you don’t develop pneumonia.”

“This isn’t fun.”

Eliza gave her a sympathetic smile. “The hospital
isn’t really a known hot spot of the town.”

“What are you talking about?” Cara played along. “We
have high quality food like yogurt and oatmeal.” She gestured to
the tray scooted to the side of the bed.

Blake held up a finger. “I’m a chef, and I can
assure you, this is not high star quality.”

Eliza feigned shock. “You haven’t tried our Jell-O
cups, then. Our signature dish. Plus, we have quality
entertainment.” She gestured to the turned-off TV.

That tweaked a laughing grunt from Blake. Then her
gauze-covered hand clutched her ribs. She winced.

“Easy,” Eliza said. “You’re not allowed to laugh.
Your vitals are looking great, Blake. I just want to check your
ribs to make sure your chest is sounding good, all right?”

Blake gave a thumbs-up. Eliza positioned the
stethoscope in her ears and held up the chest piece to warn her.
“Might be a little cold.”

She placed the chest piece over her thin hospital
gown, instructed Blake to take deep breaths, and listened for any
signs of pneumonia, an unfortunate side effect of broken ribs. As
she listened, Eliza caught Blake’s dark brown eyes looking straight
at her, and there was a sudden jolt to her midsection, causing her
to look away in order to really focus on how Blake’s lungs sounded.
It was probably the unexpected eye contact. Usually when she
listened to lungs and hearts, the patient never stared directly at
her.

After a few moments of moving the chest piece around
Blake’s back and chest, Eliza determined that her lungs sounded
fine.

“Your lungs are good,” Eliza said. “You’re lucky
your broken ribs didn’t puncture them. And you’re lucky that
you only have a mild concussion. But imagine if there had never
been a motorcycle, all the amazing food and entertainment you’d be
getting right now if you stuck to the car or public
transportation.”

Blake’s smile faded, and Cara flashed a knowing grin
across the bed.

“No, no more nagging. I’m already getting that from
my parents.”

“But you still have to get one from a doctor. How
about this, I’ll save the lecture for evening rounds. In the
meantime, rest up, and I’ll see you soon, okay? If you’re nice
enough to Cara, she might sneak you our award-winning Jell-O
cups.”

“You’re going to get me in trouble one of these
days,” Cara said to Eliza.

“I’m trying to make our patient feel a little more
comfortable. We just got a negative rating on Yelp.”

“We all have our weaknesses,” Blake said. “Just
don’t go around spreading the word about the chef craving a Jell-O
cup, all right? It will damage my reputation.”

“We’ll keep it a secret,” Eliza said and zipped her
lips. “You’re looking good, Blake. Let’s keep this up.”

Blake cocked an eyebrow. “Don’t hit on me, Dr.
Walsh,” she said jokingly, but the blunt comment sent a heatwave
through Eliza, and the warmth hit her cheeks. She didn’t remember
the last time she’d received so many compliments in one day.

“I meant your vitals,” Eliza said, forcing a steady
tone to hopefully erase the blush on her face. “Your surgery went
well. You’re on the right path to recovery. Remember, blue Jell-O
from this one.” She hooked a thumb at Cara.

When it was time for Eliza to do evening rounds, a
bunch of Get-Well balloons greeted her when she entered Blake
Navarro’s room again. A bouquet of flowers and several cards took
up all the space on her nightstand. Blake had her bed propped up
and scooped a spoonful of blue Jell-O into her mouth very slowly,
cringing as she did so. But when she noticed Eliza, a smile took
over, and two dimples popped out. Eliza wasn’t prepared for that
smile to stop her in her tracks on her way to the computer. She
blamed the dimples. Apparently, she was a sucker for them, she
found out at that exact moment.

There was no question that Blake Navarro was
attractive, and as the day progressed and Blake livened up, her
beauty was able to shine through the pain and discomfort contouring
her features. Her smile was beautiful enough for Eliza to steal a
second look. Blake’s dark mocha, sideswept hair was all disheveled,
and those dimples were cute—

Eliza shook herself out of the very inappropriate
thought. No, it wasn’t okay. Instead, she acknowledged Blake’s
attractiveness, and that was that. The second any desire sprouted,
Eliza instantly ran over it like a lawn mower over a weed. She came
here to do rounds with her medical team, not soak up the
attractiveness Blake Navarro possessed.

“How is the fine dessert?” she asked.

“Absolutely delicious. Best part of the day.”

“You’re a child,” her sister said.

“You’re just upset because you don’t have one.”

“You’re an award-winning chef. Act like it.”

Eliza checked out her charts on the computer.
“Award-winning chef?” She looked at Blake from the computer only
for a split second, afraid of her body reacting to Blake’s dimples
and smile.

“She’s the head chef at my brother’s restaurant,”
Blake’s father said proudly, a wide smile on his face. “Mezcal
Cocina.”

“You’re the head chef at Mezcal Cocina?” Eliza asked
with piqued interest.

It was a high-end Mexican restaurant in the Gaslamp
Quarter and was always on San Diego’s lists for best tacos, best
Mexican cuisine, and was one of the top restaurants in the city.
She and Allison had been there quite a few times for their
delicious margaritas and tableside guacamole, and their tacos were
truly some of the best Eliza had ever had in Southern
California.

“I am,” Blake boasted.

“I’ve been there before. My roommate and I love that
place.”

“Doesn’t the Jell-O ruin her reputation?” the sister
asked.

“Oh, shut it, Jordan,” Blake said.

“We all have our guilty pleasures,” Eliza said. “The
restaurant is amazing. Really, one of my favorites.”

“Does that mean you can discharge me a little
earlier?” Blake asked. “Think about all the people who want that
delicious food—need the delicious food—and I can’t be there to make
sure they get the quality al pastor tacos they need and
deserve.”

“Great pitch. A-plus for effort,” Eliza said. “But,
no, that’s not going to qualify you for an early discharge. You had
a pretty nasty accident, and I want to make sure one of the top
chefs in San Diego leaves here as healthy and put back together as
she can be. For all of our sakes, all right?”

Blake let out a deep sigh and then grunted in pain.
“Goddamn, I keep forgetting my ribs are broken. It hurts to breathe
and laugh and do anything really.”

“Let me see how the leg is doing, and then we’ll
check on the ribs.”

Blake’s thumbs-up must have been her signature move,
and Eliza hated how involuntary her smile formed whenever she did
so. She suppressed the smile as she pulled the bed covers up to
check on Blake’s leg. She gently undid the bandages to take a look
at the incision site. “Leg looks great,” Eliza said. “Let’s check
out those ribs.”

“Go for it, Doc.”

Blake set her finished Jell-O cup on the table, and
Eliza pushed it out of the way before lifting the hospital gown to
inspect her ribs. The first thing she noticed on Blake’s left ribs
was a dog tag tattoo with beautiful shading, all black ink, and
precise detail on the chain. On the tag, it said, “Adrian
11-11-04.” Right below the tattoo were a few dark red bruises.

“Does this hurt?” Eliza asked and glanced up at
her.

Blake had an unusual eye color. It wasn’t a simple
chestnut brown or honey. It was a rich espresso color. Almost the
color of her dilated pupils from her mild concussion.

“Yes,” Blake said with a light breath as if holding
in the pain.

“Are you taking shallow breaths?”

“Yeah, because breathing normally hurts.”

“Okay, then. I’m going to have your nurse bring you
something called an incentive spirometer. You’re going to use it
about five times an hour. Since you’re taking shallow breaths, your
lungs aren’t filling up with air, and you could develop pneumonia.
This device will help prevent that. Your nurse will go over how to
use it.”

She gave another thumbs-up. “Okay, Doc.”

Eliza lowered the gown. “Your ribs are going to be
sore for a few days. Unfortunately, we can’t do much to fix them
except have you rest, take deep breaths a few times an hour, and
we’ll give you some medication to help with the pain.”

“Sounds good, Dr. Walsh.”

“I see you enjoyed the Jell-O?” Eliza gestured to
the demolished cup.

Blake laughed, seeming surprised by the question.
“It hit the spot.”

“It’s known to do wonders. A medicinal treat. I try
to prescribe it as much as I can.” She put the stethoscope in her
ears. “I told you that Cara will give her favorite patients
anything they ask. Within reason, of course.”

Blake put her gauzed-covered hand over her heart. “I
take great pride knowing that I’m a favorite patient. I should ask
her for some chocolate next. A gooey chocolate chip cookie sounds
amazing right now. Fight away the hospital blues.”

Eliza laughed and wiggled the chest piece as a
warning. “Chocolate is morphine in the culinary world. Now, I’m
going to listen to your lungs again, make sure that we’re still
pneumonia free.”

Eliza pressed the chest piece to Blake’s back,
listened for any irregularities, and then moved to her chest. She
felt Blake’s eyes trying to hold hers, and it took everything in
her willpower not to follow the force, knowing exactly what would
pass through her if she caved. Eliza’s skin prickled just feeling
Blake’s gaze on her.

When she deemed Blake’s lungs crystal clear, she
wrapped the stethoscope around her neck and walked to the foot of
the bed to plug her observations into the computer.

“Any signs of pneumonia?” Blake asked.

“What?”

“Pneumonia. You just checked me for pneumonia?”

Oh, right. Yes. That.

Eliza put on a cordial—and professional, emphasis on
professional—smile. “Like everything else, your heart and lungs
sound great. You’re recovering as I’d like.”

She focused her attention on the computer. It was a
great excuse to avoid looking at Blake with the lustful thoughts
still taped to the front of her mind.

“So, discharge tomorrow?”

“Blake,” her mother chimed in. “Stop it.”

“Your recovery is going very well,” Eliza said. “I’m
very impressed by how you’re doing given the severity of your
accident. You were hit by a car twenty-four hours ago, sustained
some pretty bad injuries, and just because I’m happy with these
results and everything is looking great, your ribs are still
broken, and your skull is still swollen. We need to get some blood
flowing to your leg, so you’ll see a physical therapist tomorrow
and practice walking on crutches. You had a serious accident.
You’re lucky you only have these injuries. I’ve seen so much worse.
We can have that motorcycle lecture right now or save it for
tomorrow morning.”

Blake grunted. “Definitely tomorrow morning.”

“Great. I’ll add that to my notes. Must
lecture…Blake Navarro…about…motorcycles,” Eliza said, literally
typing it for herself…and maybe for some comedic relief. It
garnered smiles from the Navarros at least. “There. Added.”

“It should be every time you see her,” her mother
said. “We’ve been trying to get her to sell the bike for
years.”

“That’s my goal by the time she leaves. Those things
are death traps.”

“Listen to the doctor,” her father said.

“Not gonna happen,” Blake said.

“Then maybe I need to keep you here until you open
your mind to the idea.”

“Ha,” Jordan laughed.

Blake frowned. “I don’t think you can do that?”

“We will definitely chat tomorrow morning. Until
then, you have a good night. I hope you get some rest, and remember
to breathe.”

The second Eliza stepped out of her room, she
exhaled slowly. There was a seed of excitement buried deep in her
that looked forward to tomorrow’s rounds. It was another thought
she had no control over, and the second it rang, she looked at the
charts for her next patient: the middle-aged man who’d contracted
osteomyelitis after suffering a severe puncture wound to his leg.
That would make her forget about her cute first patient.

Until the next morning.

✥ ✥ ✥

Blake wasn’t a morning person. Never had been.
Before she’d adulted and gotten a full-time job, she was one of
those people who could sleep until one in the afternoon with zero
regrets. Now that she had a kitchen to run, her one p.m. wake-up
days were long over, but she still couldn’t function until she had
a cup of coffee as a warmup and then another cup to help her stay
awake.

But waking up to Dr. Walsh stepping inside her
hospital room for morning rounds made a morning without coffee
almost worth it.

“Good morning. How did you sleep?” Dr. Walsh asked
and went straight for the computer to view her charts.

“Better than expected,” Blake said with a groggy
voice, barely awake. After giving Dr. Walsh several moments to
glance over the charts, she asked, “Am I leaving today?”

Dr. Walsh looked at the computer. “Ah, perfect
timing to begin the motorcycle lecture,” she said, causing Blake to
roll her eyes, and the medical team chuckled to themselves. She’d
totally forgotten about the looming lecture. “Your exact situation
is what happens when you ride a motorcycle. You get hit by a car
and need to spend some time in the hospital. And that’s just the
case for lucky ones like you.”

“I’ve had the bike for three years. Haven’t gotten a
scratch until now.”

“Well, you sure made up for lost time.” As Dr. Walsh
walked along the side of the bed, she reached into her white coat
and handed Blake a small paper bag. When Blake glanced inside, she
found a chocolate chip cookie, one she’d been craving for days. Her
eyes widened.

“Something to cheer you up,” Dr. Walsh said. “From
the bakery down the street. It never disappoints.”

“It’s not even from the hospital? Oh wow. Dr. Walsh,
this is great. I didn’t actually think you would get me a
cookie.”

“Long hospital stays are tough. Figured you needed
something to liven your spirits. Now, I really expect you to
consider ditching the motorcycle. You want to know how many
patients I’ve seen who’ve been in motorcycle accidents? A lot. And
oftentimes, they look worse than you. Both legs broken. A few were
paralyzed. Many died. Consider yourself very, very lucky. If
you don’t like staying in the hospital, it’s something you need to
really think about.”

“You’re the best part of the hospital, Dr. Walsh,”
Blake said, trying to ease the severity of the conversation.

But Dr. Walsh wasn’t having it. Her stare remained
firm. “I’m being serious. I strongly recommend you ditch the
motorcycle unless you love staying in the five-star resort that is
this hospital.”

Dr. Walsh made the hospital close to a five-star
resort, Blake thought. She made sure Blake was always comfortable,
recommended and distributed the best treats and medication, and the
views were amazing—all from her gorgeous face and smile.

“You’ll be meeting with the physical therapist today
to walk around on crutches. If all goes well, we can start looking
at discharging you tomorrow at the earliest.”

“So I can get back in the kitchen soon, right?”

“Wrong.”

She deflated. “What?”

“You really need to take it easy. You can’t be
working in a crowded kitchen and rushing to get orders ready when
your leg is starting to heal. Enjoy the rest.”

“I can’t. I have a kitchen to run. Tacos to make.
Stomachs to please.”

“And you can do all that once your leg heals. Let’s
see how today goes, and I’ll start the discharging process once I
talk to your primary care doctor. We can most likely get you out of
here tomorrow morning.”

Blake accepted defeat and eased her sorrows with her
cookie. It was everything she was craving. Soft, gooey, with
half-melted chocolate chips.

Walking around with her physical therapist was so
much harder than she’d originally thought. She had to get used to
the crutches because her therapist warned her that she would have
to use them for at least three months until her physician switched
her to a walking cast, which she could be in for another three
months.

“So my Christmas present will be getting my cast
off?” Blake said as she maneuvered through the hallways with
crutches. The therapist stayed close to her side with his hands
extended, ready to catch her if she fell.

“I think so,” he said. “A fractured tibia is a
serious injury. A big bone like that takes a long time


















cover.jpg





