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Chapter One
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Professor Adams’ weaselly face twitched with frank pleasure, luxuriating in his droll pontifications. Black eyes glittered, sparkling each time another slide clicked into place. Two hours each Monday right after lunch—he droned on about the miraculous nature of gram stains, cells, tissues, and their magnificent appearance underneath man’s greatest achievement (in his opinion): the microscope. Histology 101: Professor Adams’ one true love. Like anyone gave a single shit. Two whole hours, the man held us captive—no skipping class since it was strictly mandatory. We were hostages to our grade. Initially, I despaired, cursing the balding middle-aged man for wresting me from my Human Anatomy studies. As a future surgeon, I considered it my personal duty to memorize the body—inside and out. I longed to snap on nitrile gloves, donning my facemask and mint-green scrubs, and lose myself in the cadaver lab. Even the smell didn’t bother me anymore! I’d developed a bit of a Pavlovian response to the formaldehyde. One sniff of the noxious fumes sent me into the stratosphere, making my hand ache for cool steel: an 11-blade scalpel. The preservative gave me a craving for pickles, oddly enough. 

Dissecting made me feel alive.

A slim hand darted in the air, and daydreams of unzippering dead preserved flesh faded into the ether. 

“Yes, Maureen?” Dr. Adams’ eyebrows pinched together—partially irritated at having been interrupted during his diatribe about neurons, yet pleased someone ventured a question.

Maureen twirled her pen, lithe fingers moving with precision, carefully clipped fingernails—with the barest hint of white—flashing in and out of view. I imagined those fingers capering across my stomach and downward, coaxing me to frenzy, and I swallowed hard. Clenched my thighs. Her mouth opened, and I stared at her lip gloss-moistened lips. Her perfectly straight white teeth. At her nimble pink tongue twitching as she asked her question—not that I heard it. I lingered on her face, examining the high cheekbones jutting out below Arctic eyes—so blue I was unsure if she set my soul aflame or iced it over. Either way, it was a pleasurable burn, and it overtook the striking numbness within me; the gaping hole I longed to fill. Desire stoked something long buried, bringing me back to life. 

Urgent tapping on my forearm jolted me from my reverie. “Hey… you going to the party tonight?” Chris asked. Doodles of brains inhabited his note margins. Typical future neurologist nerd. 

“What party?” 

He rolled his eyes. “If you’d stop sucking Netter off, you’d know the second years are throwing a Halloween party.” Chris joked the only man I’d bang was Dr. Frank Netter, calling his beautifully illustrated anatomy atlas my Bible. I wasn’t sure Chris was entirely wrong. Leafing through the thick pages calmed me, and pouring over the exquisitely rendered organs and sensuous muscles made me equal parts thrilled, aroused, and hungry. I thought of my Nakiri sushi knife sliding through tuna like butter except I imagined using the honed blade on the latissimus dorsi—those sexy tapering back muscles—slicing a razor-thin piece off and placing it on my tongue. Would it have the same texture as beef carpaccio? The same tang? A girl could dream.        

“But Halloween isn’t until next week,” I protested. Despite being an avid horror fan, considering Halloween a most serious and sacred holiday, I’d slacked on my spooky festivities. My only decorations were a half-priced ugly pumpkin and my black cat, Jeff.  

“Uh… no shit. But they can’t do it next week because of exams. Did you forget? Anatomy, Biochem, and whatever bullshit Adams is prattling about.” Chris wrinkled his nose. He too hated Histology, wishing to devote time to memorizing nerves, ganglion, and devastating diseases like ALS or Kuru—a disease made infamous by ritualistic cannibalism of the deceased’s brains. Those prion diseases were nasty business.  

I snatched another glance at Maureen—now feverishly scrawling in her notebook. “Well… I need to study so—” 

Chris tipped his head in Maureen’s direction. “I bet Maureen’ll go.”  

Ardent hope sprang within me. “You really think so?” 

He snorted. “You’re so damn transparent, Jules.”

I frowned. “What d’you mean?”

“Come on. You stare at her like a lovesick puppy. You’d have to be blind or plain unobservant not to notice.”  

I tugged my attention from Maureen’s shining blonde hair; what would it feel like to run my fingers through it? What did it smell like? My spine tingled. “Shut up.” 

“But yes. I think she’ll go. I heard her talking about the party to Sara. She seemed pretty psyched about it.” He gave me a shit-eating grin. “And who knows? Maybe you’ll even”—he gasped theatrically—“talk to her!” 

I opened my mouth, ready to fire back a nice get fucked when Dr. Adams’ voice boomed through the auditorium, “Mr. Reynolds! Perhaps you’d like to stay after class and tell me what is so riveting you couldn’t help but interrupt my teaching?” 

Most of the class—those awake anyway—turned towards our back row seats, and I held my breath as Maureen’s gaze flickered in my direction, lingering a beat too long before returning to her orderly scrawls.  

Chris sat up straight and put his shoulders back, ever the picture of a perfect gentleman. “Perhaps not, sir. My bad.” 

Dr. Adams’ lips twitched, overstuffed sausages sizzling in a pan. “Good.” 

I turned my attention to more important matters: I needed a costume. And what did one say to a veritable goddess? Anxious anticipation simmered within my stomach. No way she’d even talk to me… but… maybe? I plunged into a favorite daydream: running my tongue along the sharp angle of her jaw, tasting salt and desire. 








  
  

Chapter  Two
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Eyeing my reflection, I adjusted the red tie, cinching it tighter. I stepped back and admired the finished product. For a last-minute costume, I looked fucking cool. 

“Mreow?” Jeff’s black tail twitched and bright yellow eyes blinked. 

Bending down, I planted a kiss atop his adorable head. “Not too shabby, huh?” I twirled, giving Jeff a full view of my ensemble. The poncho crinkled, and his eyes widened—his favorite toy made a similar noise. 

A loud rapping on the door drew my attention.

“That’s your Uncle Chris!” I padded to the door, nearly tripping over the axe I’d picked up at the local hardware store. Expensive, heavy, and real. Spirit Halloween had sold out of plastic ones. Sexy lumberjacks, Jack Torrance, and Lizzie Borden were in this year apparently—per the employee who rang up my purchases. I gathered Jeff in my arms—I couldn’t trust him not to make a mad dash to freedom—and unlocked the door. 

“Hey, buddy!” Chris exclaimed. He looked vaguely like a Trojan. Brad Pitt; not the condom. Based on his exuberance, he’d already had a drink or two.  

I deposited a purring Jeff into his waiting arms. “Nice to see you too.” Jeff and Chris fell in love on their first meeting; sharing an affinity for Sonic whipped cream and snuggles. “Are you Achilles or something? Or The Trojan man?” 

Nuzzling into Jeff’s chest, Chris said, “No. Remember Clash of the Titans?” 

“That one with Harry Hamlin and the golden owl?” 

“Exactly. Perseus. You remembered! I’m impressed.” A proud Greek, Chris introduced me to his culture, citing Clash of the Titans as totally awesome. Being a Real Housewives of Beverly Hills fan kept my interest piqued since Lisa Rinna couldn’t help but use her husband’s full name at any given opportunity: Harry Hamlin. I had to admit, he looked pretty good in 1981.  

Chris eyed me up and down, brows pinching. “You’re… what? In the front row at SeaWorld?” 

“I’m Patrick Bateman,” I answered haughtily. Uncultured swine. The movie and novel were endlessly interesting—and I found Patrick Bateman highly intriguing. He indulged his darkest urges, embraced his shadow. I wished I had the courage to do the same. 

Chris glanced at my red high-top Converse sneakers. “I don’t think Patrick Bateman would wear those shoes.” 

“Shut up. I’m comfy and they’re cute. You think I can afford Ferragamo with my staggering student loans?” I grabbed my axe and held it up. “See this? This is real. Don’t tempt me—I could chop off one of your limbs so easily. Like snapping off a crab leg.”  

Ignoring my threat, Chris rummaged through my kitchen—Jeff’s body twining between his legs—and produced two glasses and a bottle of red wine. Each glass received a liberal pour. “A little social lubricant to lather you up.” 

“That’s a weird way to put it.” 

“No. Weird is carrying a real axe on Halloween.” 

I sipped, savoring the oaky tones and undercurrents of tobacco and leather. “I dressed up as a mad surgeon at age nine, and my mom let me carry a real butcher knife for trick-or-treating.” Intrusive thoughts had swirled in my brain—how easy it would be to plunge the blade in the neighborhood bully’s ribs—but somehow, I resisted the compulsion.  

“Yeah, but that was the 90s: a lawless land. You can’t carry around real weapons these days.” Chris patted Jeff’s head.  

I waved my hand. “It’s fine. It’s a prop.” I pointed at our wine glasses. “Drink up and let’s get this show on the road. The Uber’s coming in five.” 

We drained the glasses, and a pleasant lightheadedness overtook me. 


      [image: ]A short ride later, I stood in front of our medical school’s one and only frat house. As far as I knew, only utilized for parties. Living there had to be a health code violation thanks to the barely functioning toilets, sagging floorboards, occasional mouse sighting, and ghostly beer scent emanating from all surfaces. The ailing structure throbbed with hard bass drops, and a stream of lights—blue, yellow, red, green, white—blasted out the window, splashing the barren trees ringing the property with color. Snatches of Benny Benassi’s “Cinema” floated out to us. 

“Party’s already bumping, eh?” Chris preened, ensuring no blond hair was out of place. I’d never realized a man could be so vain, but he was living proof. Weekly spray tans, liberal use of a teeth-whitening contraption purchased from Asia that resembled a torture device, and lately he’d debated getting Botox. 

I tapped my Converse to the music. “Sure is. I hope they have good beer this time. I can’t do that Keystone Light shit again.” 

Chris clapped and croaked out, “Don’t worry your little head, dearie,” in a passable decrepit witch voice. “I’ve got something even better than one of them nasty pine tree tasting IPAs.” Theatrically surveying the scene—head twisting left then right; an owl taking in its domain—he pulled something out of his helmet. “Hold out your hand,” he instructed, plopping a small red pill in my waiting palm. 

“What is it?” I peered at it: roughly Smartie-sized and stamped with a heart. 

Chris tossed it down the hatch and dry swallowed. “Molly.” 

“Molly?” I pictured the bespectacled girl who sat in the front row at every lecture, hand perpetually raised. “You got this from Molly?” 

He laughed. “No! Molly! Ecstasy. MDMA. Real big in Chicago on the club scene.” 

“Drugs?” I whispered; a flashback of McGruff the Crime Dog echoed. Despite what the D.A.R.E. program said—they’d acted like we’d get offered drugs on a weekly basis—I’d never dabbled in the illicit realm; never had the opportunity. 

Chris folded his arms across his chest, muscles popping more than usual—thanks to creative makeup contouring. “Dude, alcohol is a drug. Caffeine’s a drug. And your blood is laced with both. Where’s your sense of adventure?” 

I cringed, remembering the chai tea latte I’d chugged while getting ready. “Wow. Okay, rude. But a good point.” Figuring it could only help my level ten social anxiety, I placed the tablet on my tongue and swallowed. Sugar lingered on my palate. “What’s it do?” 

Chris spread his arms wide. “Makes life better. You’ll see.” 

And I did. 


      [image: ]Skrillex dropped as we walked in; the drops slapping and our classmates—costumed and in varying stages of obliteration—littered the room. Some stood in place, occasionally headbanging; others danced… or what passed for dancing to dubstep; while some lingered on the edges of the room, woefully alone.  

Chris tipped his head towards the back room and yelled, “Drink first?” 

“Yes!” I shouted back. 

He pushed forward, guiding the way, weaving through the masses. I mean-mugged Kimmy Yang, who I found particularly irritating, and glimpsing her costume only reinforced my vexation. She was dressed as Cristina Yang: my—at one time—favorite Grey’s Anatomy character. Kimmy totally ruined her for me. She never shut up about how she’d be a cardiothoracic surgeon “just like the other Dr. Yang!” Always so smug when she said the same tired line. I also hated that we’d kissed at the bar after Fall Exams; absolutely hammered and near blackout after two too many Twisted Teas. 

Oblivious to my death-glare, Kimmy called out, “Hi!” as we passed. I didn’t dignify her dumb ass with a response. After our… encounter, she’d been clingy and pathetic. And apparently hadn’t gotten the hint yet.   

Behind the makeshift bar, a ghost took Chris’ order. “What can I get you?” The pristine white sheet muffled his voice. 

Chris put up his fingers. “Two screwdrivers, please!” 

I leaned in. “Should we really be mixing liquors? Wine and vodka?” A thought occurred to me, and panic struck. “Shit… should we mix alcohol with Molly?” I worried about my broken D.A.R.E. pledge and waking up hooked up to a vent in the ICU. This is your brain on drugs.   

Chris shrugged. “Why not?” He forked over some cash and nodded at the ghost—Neal, a future dermatologist destined to take over his father’s practice; popping pimples and rashes floated his boat. Gross, but it took all kinds.  

“Because it’s a bad idea?” I ventured. Polypharmacy was no joke. Mixed medications and drugs killed people all the time.   

Chris handed me a red Solo cup. “It’s orange juice, for fuck’s sake! With a scooch of vodka.” He held his thumb and index finger out, a bare millimeter of air visible between them. I considered the liberal pour of Tito’s Neal gave us; a scooch my ass. “It’s all antioxidants and vitamins. Plus, it helps with the roll.” 

“The roll?” I wasn’t up to speed with this drug speak.  

Tapping my Solo cup with his, Chris thrust it in the air. “To the roll!” Which still didn’t answer my question. 

Unsure of what else to do; I leaned against the wall and drank. Sometime between Eric Prydz’s “Call on Me” and Savage Garden’s “Truly Madly Deeply,” I realized the wall was moving. Breathing. Matching the beat. My gaze drifted to Amy—our Anatomy TA—across the room. A white sheet pinned perfectly in all the right places highlighted her gorgeous figure—one I witnessed firsthand at the gym when she ran on the treadmill. A golden halo sparkled above Amy’s head, and a warmness overtook me—pure affection and love for a fellow human. Life was beautiful—a miracle.  

Wait… What? 

I held a general disdain for humanity. This wasn’t me! “Chris!” I hissed, tugging on his elbow. “Chris!”

Chris’s hand gripped my forearm. “What?” Warm. Safe. Contact from a fellow human. 

I calmed. “I feel…” I pondered on what word to assign this rather foreign sensation. “Happy? Like I love people. Does that make sense? We’re all just people, man.”  

He grinned down at me. “Welcome to the roll, Jules!” 

“It’s something.” I smiled. “I think I like it.” Growing up as I had, tamping down feelings and not reacting left my soul with a certain Novocain quality. Muted moods. This… this was the exact opposite. Vibrant. Alive. The world pulsed with color, with auras of beautiful souls, of humanity. It made me think of having a terrible cold—losing my senses of taste and smell—and once recovered, sinking my teeth into a juicy steak. Faint tones of iron dancing along my tongue, rich butter, spices and herbs overwhelming my sensualities. Tiësto’s “I Will Be Here” played, and each note absorbed into my very being. Became me. Strobe lights twinkled in sync with the lyrics. Synchronicities. I wiped my eyes and was surprised to find tears. “Wow,” I whispered to myself, completely content with life for once. 

“Jules!” Chris hissed.  

“What?” I blinked; my head swam.  

Chris softly grabbed my hands and twisted me around. “Maureen.” 

Maureen? “Where?” I looked frantically. 

He pointed. “The sexy lumberjack.” 

I zeroed in. “Red and black flannel?” 

“Yep.” 

I peered closer, a little miffed. She’d procured one of the coveted plastic axes. 

“Go talk to her!” Chris gestured towards her. “Trust me. The Molly will help you be less weird.” 

“Less weird? Thanks for that.” Rude.  

Chris squinched his eyes shut and rubbed his forehead. “Shut up! You know what I mean. Now skedaddle! Get!” 

He slapped my rump, and I jumped. I fixed my gaze on Maureen, noting her golden curls tumbling from a gray beanie—rivulets of butter melting in the cast-iron skillet—and walked to my destiny. 


      [image: ]I sidled up to Maureen and, buoyed by the foreign lightness within me, I ventured a greeting. “Hey there, Mo! Mo. Can I call you Mo? Or Maureen? Maybe Mo?” Once I’d finished babbling, I plastered a saccharine grin on my face, desperately hoping it hid my mortification. 

Maureen broke out in laughter—its dulcet tones pure music. “Jules… you can call me Mo, it’s fine.” 

Jules! She knew my name! Blood rushed in my ears, and I swooned. “Great! Mo! Yes.” 

Maureen—Mo, it was Mo now—looked down and her eyes sharpened. “Is that real?” 

I followed her gaze. “Um. No,” I lied. She didn’t need to know I was carrying around a legit weapon. 

“So… what are you?” Mo asked. She sipped from her Solo cup and grimaced; obviously imbibing in the subpar Keystone Light.  

I tugged on the poncho collar. “I’m Patrick Bateman.” 

Mo gave me a blank look. 

“Patrick Bateman? From American Psycho? Christian Bale? He hacks up hot chicks, slowly goes insane, wears only the finest, most trendy labels, and eats people.” Shouldn’t this be common knowledge? “It’s a commentary of hyper-masculinity; of being obsessed with status and wealth.”  

Mo’s eyes twinkled. “Did Patrick Bateman wear red Converse?” she teased.  

My cheeks flushed. “Well… no. But they’re comfy.” 

Mo leaned in. Put her hand on my arm; bright white lightning coursed through my veins, directly to my heart. I felt… alive. Finally whole. “They’re really cute though. Like you,” she murmured.  

Unable to compute her words, my brain sputtered. Mo… liked me… back? I hadn’t considered the possibility, assuming this would be another all-consuming, totally one-sided crush like the rest I’d harbored in the past. 

Kelly: the quintessential sexually confused college girl; when liquored up, she became spaghetti—straight until wet. The morning after, she’d give me chaste kisses on the cheek, pretending she didn’t recall the events of the prior night. Rinse, repeat. Natalie, who chatted me up online, sending me texts at all hours of the night, but when I suggested meeting in real life, she ghosted me. Her absence felt like a tumor had been hacked out of me—leaving me empty and woefully alone. Megan: broke up with me because I was “smothering.” Bri fed me the standard “it’s not you, it’s me” line. All of it bullshit.     

“Want to dance?” I asked, the Molly and Mo’s attention infusing me with newfound courage.  

Mo’s blue eyes sent a jolt through me. She was looking at me. Me. I held out my arm. 

“I’d love to,” she replied.  
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