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      For Linda

      

      When things were hard, you were there.

      

      Thanks for letting me steal your real-life story and turn it upside down. <3

      

      You are a very good friend, and I love you dearly.
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      There have been a lot of things I’ve wanted to ask my mother in the nearly two decades of my life since she passed away, but the question I’ve struggled with the most is why she chose to name me Ardath. I’ve never met another Ardath—has anyone?

      I actually did a paper on it in English class in high school.

      Apparently the name came from a book that was published in the eighteen hundreds, and the popularity of the name peaked in the nineteen-thirties. Why on earth my mom thought it would be a good name for a little girl, I will never know.

      I’m sure it’s not really because of my name that I’ve never had much success, romantically speaking, but having the name of someone from the eighteen-hundreds certainly hasn’t helped. There have been a few social groups that never hassled me about my name, but there was only one that thought it was cool for me to be named Ardath. That’s probably why I got into Dungeons and Dragons and LARPing to begin with, though I haven’t thought about that in years.

      A female wood elf named Ardath isn’t strange at all. In fact, a surprising number of people think I chose this name for myself, probably because it’s close to Arwen, a famous elven princess in the Lord of the Rings franchise. In any case, the D&D group I’ve been in since high school still meets every Thursday night, and I never miss unless the circumstances are dire.

      Every meeting we’ve had has gone about the same way. We have a goal, we find a new magical object or discover a new quest. We eat snacks and talk and joke, and at the end, I feel like I fit somewhere in this crazy world. It’s a safe space for me to pretend I’m someone else with other people who also feel a little off of center.

      But this week’s going to be different.

      I promised myself a few weeks ago that this month, November, I would finally tell Trey how I feel. He’s been the dungeon master of our group since high school, and I’ve liked him since my first meeting. I never told him how I felt, and fourteen years is long enough for me to nurture a possibly unrequited crush.

      My best friend Laura’s the only one who knows. For years, she’s said the same thing. “If he liked you, he would have done or said something.” She shakes her head every single time, telling me that confessing my feelings won’t end well. “Movies and books lie to us.”

      She should know. She’s told three different guys in the past decade how she felt, and every time she’s been shot down.

      “But Trey’s different,” I argued. “He’s quiet and reserved.” Except when he’s moderating our dungeon game. “He’s an engineer, and he just isn’t very good with articulating how he feels.”

      Laura sighed, but she didn’t forbid me from saying something, not that she could. She’s not my boss or my mother. I’ve been practicing different versions of what I might say ever since. Even so, I’m worried I’ll lose my resolve. So when I walk through the door of Laura’s house—okay, she lives with her parents, so it’s really their house, but they go to dinner and a movie every Thursday, so we always meet here—I brace myself. I know just what I’m going to say, and I know how I’m going to say it.

      My entire body is buzzing in that moment.

      I’ve never done anything like this. I’ve never felt like this before, either. I’m terrified, of course, because this group is really my only social circle. What if I wreck things? What if I can’t come for a while until things aren’t as awkward? How long would that take? Or worse, what if we date for a bit and then break up?

      My hands are trembling, and my stomach is churning.

      When I walk into the entryway, not even knocking after a decade of coming here on Thursday at six, I see Trey’s flannel-clad shoulder in the far doorway of the kitchen. Laura’s family home has a floorpan that’s basically a giant circle. The entry goes straight through to the family room, or you can head left and walk through the dining room and into the edge of the kitchen.

      We always gather in the breakfast room, which is between the family room and kitchen. Hoping maybe Trey’s alone in there, I dart through the semi-dark dining room and into the kitchen through the side door. Everyone else is in the breakfast room, where they must have started getting things ready for our game. Trey’s in the kitchen alone, mixing up the sour cream and the dip, since it’s his week to bring refreshments.

      Miraculously, I have perfect timing.

      “Hey,” I say, forging ahead quickly so I don’t lose my chance or my resolve. “I know this might feel out of the blue.”

      Trey turns toward me, his hair falling across the tops of his dark, velvety brown eyes. “Yeah?” His mouth opens just a bit, and even here, in a familiar place, I find myself breathless.

      But I have to get this out.

      It’s now or never, I know it. “I—uh—it might seem strange for me to just blurt this out, but I like you. I have for a long time, maybe forever, and I know you never said you liked me. You don’t even flirt, really, but.” I swallow.

      His eyes widen dramatically, and he drops the bowl he was holding. It only falls three inches to the counter, but it still makes a pretty loud clattering sound. Any minute, someone’s going to duck in to see if everything’s okay.

      “You’re single, and I’m single.” I’m rushing my words, which I hate, but I can’t help it. “I just thought I’d tell you that I do. Like you, I mean.” I shove my hands in my pockets and look down at Laura’s parents’ tired linoleum.

      Which is stupid. I have to be brave. I force myself to look up.

      His mouth’s dangling now, his eyes still wide.

      “Trey?” a girl’s voice—an unfamiliar girl’s voice—calls out. “Trey, are you still in the kitchen? We’re hungry. I think your friend Laura might even try to eat these cookies, and didn’t you say she’s allergic to peanuts?”

      Trey clears his throat. “Um, I brought my girlfriend Tara with me.”

      “Your girlfriend Tara,” I say. “Right.” So much for the ‘he’s single and I’m single.’ “Here,” I say. “Let me carry—” I snatch the half-stirred dip out of his hands, grab two bags of chips, and practically sprint into the dining room. I manage to force my smile and nod as they introduce me to Tara.

      She looks just like Trey, right down to her trendy, wide-legged pants and dark velvety eyes. Their sneakers match. Their baggy, gamer t-shirts match. They both have a big pile of bracelets on their right wrist. They look like something you could buy as a matching bobblehead set on the shelf of a gaming store.

      Ten minutes later, I fake getting an emergency call. “I’m sorry, guys, but I have to go into the hospital.”

      “I thought ER docs never have to take call.” Paul frowns. “Isn’t that what you like about it, even though you have to work nights, weekends, and holidays? You always know when you’re working?”

      “Yeah, who called?” Dane arches an eyebrow. He works with me, so he’s the biggest weakness in my plan.

      “Is it because you’re the new medical director?” Laura asks.

      Bless her. “Yep, sadly, when a doctor’s sick or has an issue, I have to cover until we can find someone else.”

      “Who’s sick?” Dane asks.

      I grimace. “I can’t really share personal employee details.”

      His brow furrows. “So it’s something bad.”

      I clear my throat. “Well, something personal anyway.” For me. Ha. I’ve been the director for the ER for eight days and I’m already abusing my power.

      “If you’re the boss, can’t you just call someone and order them to go in?” Trey’s big, velvety eyes are trained on mine. “Make Dane do it.”

      “Ha, I’m just a PA,” Dane says. “If a doc called in, I can’t help much. I need a physician supervisor.”

      “I could call around, I guess, but that’s not really the kind of boss I want to be.” I shrug. “I guess we can say Ardeth the Elf took a sleep draught for her severe headache, and you guys can watch over me until next week.”

      Trey, Paul, Laura, and Dane all grumble, but Tara beams. “That’s a good idea. You’re good at this. See you next week.” She waves in an annoyingly cheery way.

      “Great to meet you,” I lie.

      As I walk out the door, I’m already thinking of reasons I might be able to use to skip next week. I did prepare myself in advance for Trey telling me he wasn’t into me, even though I really hoped he’d say that he was. I envisioned us dating. I envisioned us navigating the awkward in-between of rejection and ongoing friendship.

      But I never expected that I’d fall flat on my face and have to sit across from the girl he actually likes and smile as though I’m not upset for the next ten years.

      I think I’d rather die.

      Which means I’m going to need to leave my D&D group permanently, and that makes me sadder than I realized it would. I guess Laura was right—taking risks in love is a very, very stupid idea.
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      My dad’s a control freak narcissist, and my mom’s a detached, vapid socialite. People act like being a rich, only child means I drew the long straw, but honestly, I’d trade the money my parents have given me for a sibling in a heartbeat. I really would trade it if I could, but I can’t.

      So I may as well use what I’ve got, right?

      “Are you here to see your father?” My dad’s secretary recognizes me, which is nice. I wish I recognized her. I feel guilty that I don’t. I spend a lot of my life feeling guilty.

      “Have we met?” I lift both eyebrows. “I swear, I try to remember names, but I’m blanking on yours.” I scan her desk. “Delia?”

      She beams. I doubt she’s a day over twenty-one. “Actually, we’ve never met, but I see your pictures in his office every day.” She twirls her hair. “If Mr. Devonshire’s busy, I get off for lunch in ten minutes. Maybe I can help you with whatever you need.”

      Wow. “Oh. Okay. Well, yeah, I was hoping to talk to him.” I lift my eyebrows. “Aren’t you the best one to tell me whether he’s busy?”

      She giggles. “Right.” She’s still just smiling at me.

      “So. . .is he?” I clear my throat. “Busy, I mean?”

      She giggles again. “Lemme check.”

      “Are you the daughter of a friend of our family?”

      Her head whips up again, and this time her smile’s even wider. “No, but what a nice thing to ask.”

      I don’t explain that I was asking because she feels like a nepotism hire. Who in their right mind would hire someone this idiotic unless they felt they had to?

      “Dahlia!” My dad bursts out of his office, bellowing. “You said I had that call with 3M today. No one’s on the line.”

      “It’s tomorrow,” she says. “I told you it’s tomorrow.”

      “I think it’s Delia,” I say. “Dahlia’s a flower.”

      Dad freezes, and then when his eyes focus on me, he beams. “Austin!” He steps forward, his shoulders squaring. “Good thing the meeting’s tomorrow. Now we can go to lunch.” He walks around Delia’s desk. “Where do you want to go?”

      That was easier than I expected. “Anywhere’s fine with me, as long as you’re paying.”

      His laughter’s a good sign.

      Dad has two moods: happy, and really, really thunderously mad. It looks like I caught him on a rare happy day.

      I follow him down the long hallway to the elevator, and then down to where his BMW’s parked in the hospital garage. He’s driven the same eight-series car as long as I can remember, and it’s always silver. I climb into the passenger side, and I begin to fulfill my side of our relationship. I ask lots of questions about a company I have zero interest in.

      It’s not that I’m truly a bad son.

      But making money off of people who are sick has always made me feel. . .uncomfortable, at a baseline. My great-grandfather started the first for-profit hospitals in this area a very long time ago, and he always insisted that we were serving the people of the area. One of my oldest memories is of him shouting at me after I asked why we didn’t let all the sick people come get fixed up, even if they were poor.

      “They can go to the county hospital. That’s where people without money should go!” His face had been bright red. “We provide exceptional care for exceptional people.”

      I wanted to ask why we couldn’t provide exceptional care for all the sick people who were miserable, since the poor people seemed to need it more, but I’d been yelled at enough that I was too scared for more questions. When great-grandpa yelled, my dad didn’t defend me. He yelled at me, too. When we left great-grandpa’s birthday party, he told me he was embarrassed that I would ask such a stupid question.

      I’ve tried to get involved a handful of times, and Dad insisted I join the company for two years after I graduated as his stipulation for paying for my education, but the second I could, I abandoned ship.

      Now, I do my duty as a son and no more. “How goes the patching-people-up business?”

      “Better than ever.” My dad slaps his thigh and points at me. “People are eating themselves into all sorts of trouble, and they want their pain to be a zero.” He shakes his head, turns the car on, and backs out of his spot. “The higher their standards are, the more we can charge when we meet them.”

      “Well, that’s good I guess.” He slams on the brakes before we leave the garage. “Wait, are you finally here to tell me you want to come work with me?”

      It’s a delicate balance, being interested enough that Dad’s not mad, but not so interested that he tries to yank me in to work for Devonshire Medical Group again. I clear my throat. “Actually, that’s, uh, not why I came to see you.”

      He sighs forlornly, and he shoots forward, heading without any questions to his usual spot, a deli around the corner. As long as I’ve known him, he’s had the same turkey sandwich with a pickle every single day for lunch.

      Unless he’s got a call. Then it’s brought in for him.

      “But I am happy to hear things are doing great.” I look out the window, trying not to feel uncomfortable. “I’m sure Mom is, too. Those designer shoes and dinner parties don’t pay for themselves, amirite?”

      Dad’s frowning when I turn back. “You know, your mother’s doing her duty to this family when she hosts those parties. The wealthy and important families in New York know us and they trust us. They know that they belong in our hospitals, and when their mother or grandmother’s sick, they happily donate to fund our new transplant center.”

      It always comes back around to that for Dad.

      Nonprofit is great, because they bring people in to our for-profit departments. It’s always about the bottom line and keeping those numbers large.

      “Do you ever get tired of it?” I ask. “Doing all the same things every day? It never ends.” I frown as I stare out the window. “When is it ever enough?”

      Dad scoffs. “Spoken like someone who always had enough, thanks to his family’s generations of hard work.”

      He’s right, I guess. I’ve never been unable to fill my car with gas, or unable to buy any lunch I want. I’ve never had to cut my own hair or even wash my own car, but I do wonder sometimes whether I might have learned more valuable things if I grew up in another family. Things like how to talk to your kid so they didn’t feel like a complete loser. Things like how to take care of people who don’t have the same last name as you.

      I do try to do that with my gaming company.

      I mean, I’m not out there feeding the starving or patching up the poor and injured, but I give people some happiness in a day that might have otherwise been lousy. My game pricing’s the lowest in the industry, and we pay our interns instead of making them work unpaid. I offer benefits to everyone in the office, even though it cuts my profits in half.

      Dad would say that’s why I’m here, going to lunch with him, trying to get up the nerve to ask him to reinvest.

      “How’s your little game thing going?” Dad asks.

      He’s never once called my company by its name, but maybe it’s because of the name I chose. “Gamefully Employed is doing great,” I say.

      “I still can’t believe you named it the opposite of what it is,” he says. “As if anyone there is actually gainfully employed.”

      “Game-fully,” I say. “It’s a play on words. I’m making fun of the fact that we all love our job, so it doesn’t feel like work.”

      He’s frowning again, but he’s also parallel parking like a pro. I swear, I could live to a hundred and never parallel park as well as my dad. I guess spending a lot of time in New York City, where three of our hospitals are located, makes it an important survival skill. I’m glad they moved the offices for Devonshire Medical Group to Scarsdale a decade ago, or I’d be braving the city every time I wanted to see Dad.

      As I get out of the car, I decide to dive right in. With as close as this deli is and as fast as they make sandwiches, I don’t have long to convince him. Before I can launch into my prepared pitch, reminding him that I repaid his initial investment in under two years, he stops, a dozen steps from the front of the deli, and he points, his hand shooting past my face and behind me.

      I spin around.

      “Do you see that brownstone building?”

      My eyes widen. “Uh, the one that’s literally right behind us?”

      He nods. “If you ever wondered why I always eat here, it’s because our first family clinic was right there. It was the first piece of property we owned in Scarsdale, and I wish your grandpa had never sold it.”

      “It looks like it’s been turned into an apartment building,” I say.

      He grunts and pivots, heading for the front door of the deli again. I jog to catch up, almost running into him when he stops abruptly just inside the door. I peer around his shoulder to try and figure out why he stopped. There’s no one in front of us.

      But there is a small sign.

      It reads: No pickles. Sorry for the inconvenience.

      Oh, boy. Here we go.

      “How can a deli not have pickles?” His head snaps up.

      The woman behind the counter looks tired when she sighs. “I’m sorry, Mr. Devonshire. We just ran out an hour ago, and we can’t get more until tomorrow.”

      Dad’s nostrils flare.

      Good mood gone.

      “You have no pickles at all?”

      “We have pickle relish.” The woman’s brow is furrowed.

      Dad throws his hands in the air. “Just say no, if your only pickles are diced.” He fumes. “This happened last week, too. What are you people doing over here? Is there some kind of cucumber blight I’m unaware of? Did vinegar all get destroyed?”

      The woman’s hands are shaking, and I don’t blame her.

      “Dad, they don’t have any, so stop terrorizing the woman and just move on.”

      His hands clench at his sides.

      “At least it’s just pickles.” I pat his shoulder. “It could be worse. What if they didn’t have turkey?” I force a laugh.

      He glares at me, and then he places his order. Before he even says what he wants, the woman’s already making it, her eyes trained down. “And for you?” She’s wrapping his sandwich, so her attention has finally turned to me.

      “Same thing’s fine,” I say.

      “The exact same?” She glances up.

      I shrug. “Sure, or whatever else you want. I’m not very picky.”

      “My son’s inattention to detail is legendary,” Dad says, whipping out his wallet and walking down to the cashier to pay.

      When I walk back to grab the sandwiches and a tray, I overhear the woman who made our sandwiches talking to the person chopping lettuce. “We didn’t run out of pickles last week. What was he talking about?”

      The chopper shrugs. “No idea, but I can tell you this, we aren’t running out again. He’s scary.”

      “It could be worse,” I whisper. “He could be your dad.”

      The women’s eyes widen, and then they duck their heads, clearly hiding their reaction even from me. I have to reach past the glass area to grab the sandwiches myself. Freaking Dad, always stomping around and scaring people for no reason. I’m usually the one who suffers for it.

      “Sorry,” I say, since there’s no way he will.

      A moment later, we’ve taken the booth in the corner, and I decide to bite the proverbial bullet. I can’t help wincing as I say, “So the thing is, Dad, you know I paid you back the first time within two years of your initial investment.”

      He’s just started unwrapping his sandwich. He freezes.

      “And things are going well, but the last launch, well.” I sigh. “I did some things wrong, and it hasn’t gone as well as our first two. . .” I clear my throat. “If I have to, I could use someone else’s engine for my next game, but I’d rather develop my own. The problem is that doing that with the top people is pricey and it takes longer, unless I happen to find someone who already has something that will work.”

      He’s frowning at me in earnest now. “You want money. That’s why you’re here.”

      I swallow. “I was hoping you could invest the same amount you did before. The last launch was profitable, but not as profitable as the first two, and I know how to fix it. I just need enough to build my own engine—I don’t want to copy someone else’s again. It makes all the graphics look too. . .derivative.”

      Dad blinks. I know none of this makes sense to him. “I’m not sure I understand why you need the engine thing. Can’t you use the one you made the first time?”

      “This is probably the biggest, almost age-old gamer dilemma,” I say. “Developing your own engine to power the game means you have complete creative control. You build the game from the ground up. You make all your own effects, your own graphics, and you only build out what you need, so it all moves faster and more elegantly inside the game. We also wouldn’t have to wait for bug fixes. We’d fix things ourselves, because we’d own all the code.”

      “It’s like having an in-house lab.”

      I blink. “Sure, I guess.” I take a bite and chew. “But that all costs more and it takes more time in the game development stage. We have the rules of the game outlined already with sketches of what the various levels and development stages would look like, but we need to build it out now. With my first two launches, we used an engine we built. They were related games, meaning they kind of went together, if you remember. For the next launch, my second new concept, it was a fairly simple fighting game with a twist. We all decided to try the other way—using an existing engine and paying a license. I worried it was going to be the wrong call, and in retrospect, I think it was. Critics said the game lacked the freshness of the others.” I set my sandwich down. “They’re right about that. It did.”

      “But it was still profitable?” A small blob of mayo’s stuck to the corner of Dad’s mouth. “Right?”

      “It was,” I say. “Licensing one is the safer move, but I think real success takes a certain degree of uncertainty. I have faith that we’ll do better this next time, but with the extra time it’ll take, I need more money.”

      “It’s a bigger risk, but the upside is also larger.” Dad nods. “Well.” He inhales slowly. Then he exhales. “I’ll not only reinvest, I’ll increase my investment by fifty percent.” He smiles. “I think you’re worth the risk.”

      My heart soars in that moment.

      Dad may freak out over pickles. He may terrorize service people sometimes with his inflexibility and demands, but in his heart, he’s a good dad.

      Or at least a mediocre one who wants to be good.

      I spend the rest of the meal explaining my plans for our next game. “The idea came to me while I was stuck in traffic, actually. It’s a racing game that, instead of having a role player component, is a role-playing game. You don’t buy a car and trade for another one. You’re randomly assigned a car, but you, as a car, can grow into another, bigger, or faster car.”

      “Like the television show about sentient cars. The cartoon.”

      I laugh. “Actually, yeah, and I’m surprised no one’s made a game like this before. You give your car personality, and you make friends and run in car packs like herds. But the way you win or grow is to race, and you get to be faster and more devious in the game as you race. The racing is part of the role-playing, sort of like most role-play games have quests and battles.”

      “Interesting,” Dad says. “At least, this non-gamer thinks so.”

      On our way out of the restaurant, Dad points at the sign. “No pickles. Good thing we got here before they ran out.”

      That’s a weird joke for him to make. Dad’s not usually someone who’s very funny. I force a weird laugh. We’re almost to the car when he stops and points across the road again. “You see that brownstone?”

      “I know, Dad,” I say. “It’s the building where you had the first clinic Devonshire ever owned. I won’t forget.”

      Except he’s not smiling to show that I passed his test. He looks confused. “Yes. How did you know that? Have you been researching the company? Are you interested in joining us, finally?”

      “No, you just told me about it, Dad.”

      His brow furrows, and then he nods.

      But the first twinge of fear hits me. “Hey, are you feeling okay?”

      He’s nodding as he walks to his car. “Sure, yeah. I’m fine.”

      On the way back to the hospital, he looks almost as unsure as I feel. I don’t have the heart to ask him any other questions, so we ride along familiar roads in silence. After he parks, I climb out. “I should probably head back to work.”

      “At least let me walk you up so you can see everyone,” Dad says. “My secretary Dahlia’s new.”

      “Delia,” I say. “Her name’s Delia, and I met her earlier, remember?”

      “Right,” Dad says. “But the board will be here for the meeting with 3M later, so you can say hello to them, too.”

      Delia clearly said the meeting with 3M’s tomorrow. “Hey, Dad, I’ll come up, but let me call Mom really quick, okay? I missed her call.”

      “You should call her right away. She doesn’t like being ignored.” Dad points at me. “But then you’re coming up. Yeah?”

      I nod.

      After he’s inside the elevator, I call Mom.

      “Austin,” she says.

      “Mom.” I sigh. “I just went to lunch with Dad.”

      She’s silent.

      “What’s going on with him?”

      “You’ve been busy with your game employment.”

      “It’s Gamefully Employed, Mom.” Why can’t they remember the name of my company? “He was repeating things. He was being really strange, honestly, freaking out about pickles, then forgetting all about it. Or maybe just making weird jokes, but I don’t think so.”

      “You’ve been so busy with your new game for the past year. Traveling all over. I haven’t seen you in months.”

      “That’s an exaggeration,” I say. But as I say the words, I wonder whether it really is. It’s exhausting launching a new game, and I have been flying all over. Someone has to. But it’s worse trying to make it succeed when it comes out to lackluster reviews. I had to travel for an extra few months to gaming conferences and hype it as much as I could. It didn’t do as much as we hoped, but at least I know I tried.

      “What happened with the pickles?”

      “They were out. He said they were out last week too, but the ladies said they weren’t. Then when we left, he saw the sign and said he was glad that we got there before they ran out.” I ask. “He also told me about the brownstone Scarsdale clinic twice, every time he saw it. Is he supposed to be on some kind of medicine he’s not taking?”

      “He’s suffering from dementia,” Mom says. “I’ve been trying to cover for him, but he keeps firing his secretaries, because he’s been blaming them for his mistakes. I’m not going to lie—I’m worried, Austin.”

      “Why didn’t you say something before?”

      “What were you going to do? You weren’t even here.”

      “I’m here now.”

      “I don’t think he can keep running things. The board members don’t know everything, but they’ve noticed a few things too, and Howard called an emergency meeting for next week.” She sighs. “I was trying to figure out how to call you about it today anyway.”

      “What can I do?”

      “If you don’t step in, I think they’ll pass the board to Howard. You know he’s wanted it forever.”

      He’s been the thorn in Dad’s side since the start—the great, great grandson of the Devonshire family’s second-in-command. I think he was great-grandpa’s distant cousin or something. The Blatches have been dying to take over for decades, and if Dad loses control to Howard. . .

      “Will you go?”

      “Mom, lemme ask you something important.”

      “What?”

      “Dad promised to invest four hundred thousand bucks in Gamefully Employed,” I say. “He just said he would at lunch.”

      She’s silent. That’s never a good sign.

      “Does he have enough money to do that?”

      “Things have been really bad lately,” Mom says. “I’m—I’m not sure. Maybe.”

      That’s a no.

      So Dad has dementia.

      The business is in shambles with wolves circling.

      And there’s no money in the coffers to help me out, either.

      I wonder whether I can return my silver spoon. I don’t want it anymore. I’d like store credit instead.
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      I’ve spent the last eighteen years of my life with one purpose: learning enough that I can change the world and prevent deaths like my mother’s.

      I was only ten when she died in my arms.

      Which is why, while I wait in the lobby, I’m mouthing the words of the pitch I’m about to try and make. Hitting the highlights just one last time might not help, but you never know. One fumble could be the thing that keeps me from getting this off the ground.

      “You’re pretty focused.” The man next to me is wearing a very sharp suit. It makes my beige suit look a little shabby by comparison. Maybe I should have let Elizabeth loan me something nicer and newer. I bought this before my medical school interviews. It was older by the time I did residency interviews, but now it looks almost vintage.

      “I need to be focused,” I say. “I’m hoping my focus will drown out my nerves.” I flash him a forced smile.

      “Why are you nervous?”

      He’s just Mr. Chatty. “Because this pitch really matters, so if you could let me lock in, that would be awesome.” I lift my eyebrows, hoping he’ll get it.

      “Oh, I’d love to hear your pitch.” He nods. “Sure. Hit me with it.”

      He did not get it at all. “I actually mean that can’t afford distractions.”

      “Right.” He nods. “Sorry. Yes, of course I’ll be quiet.” The poor man has the eyes of a baby deer, even if he’s ten feet tall.

      That makes me the mustache-twirling villain. “I’m sorry if I’m being rude. I spent all of medical school and residency and then two more years since preparing for this, and I really need it to go well.”

      “What is this, though? Now I’m vested.” He shakes his head. “No, sorry. I know.” He mimes zipping his mouth shut.

      “It’s just—my mom died because she had no idea she was allergic to hornets until it was too late. I was too young to do anything about it.”

      “I’m so sorry,” he says.

      “Her reaction was violent, and by the time the ambulance came, she was already gone.” I sigh. “But it’s all preventable if we can just identify people’s allergies sooner, and if we can start treating allergies better than we do right now. My plan’s two-part. Expand diagnostics and dramatically improve treatment.”

      “Okay, that’s great. The personal angle with your mom works well, and you dive right into the action request.” He nods. “I’m just not clear on what the two parts really are.”

      “Everyone knows that we treat allergic reactions with EpiPens.”

      “Right, epinephrine, isn’t it?”

      “Exactly.” I nod. “But epinephrine only treats the symptoms of the reaction. The hope is that by the time it wears off, the allergy-causing irritant will have been dealt with, but there have been lots of cases of people who used their EpiPen but didn’t get help fast enough, and they died anyway.”

      “How would you treat instead, then?”

      “Shoot, I got ahead of myself,” I say. “I do that a lot.”

      “That’s okay.” He smiles. “The most important part is that you focus on what the listener’s invested in.”

      “Okay, but I forgot to tell you how it all starts. I’d like to start testing kids in school, just like we test for vision and hearing, and then once people are identified who have a serious allergy, we can give them more than just an EpiPen.”

      “Which would be what?” His brow’s furrowed.

      “When your body goes into anaphylaxis, your airways swell and close off, and you can’t breathe. Epinephrine shuts that pathway down, but without an antihistamine and a steroid to boost it, as the epinephrine wears off, the reaction can return. People aren’t really better, at least, not unless their body has cleared the antigen. Instead of passing out EpiPens like they’re popcorn, I propose a treatment that could actually eliminate their body’s existing reaction instead of just hitting a pause button.”

      The man starts clapping. Huzzah!

      But someone behind me clears his throat.

      I spin around, and my shoulders droop. The man behind me just walked out of the CEO’s office. He looks awfully young to have lost a daughter to an allergic reaction, like one of my professors mentioned that Mr. Devonshire, the CEO of the Devonshire Medical Group did, but maybe it was a teen pregnancy? Who knows? “Oh, sir, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were out here.”

      The man shakes his head. I take in another strange thing—he’s young and also super hot. Are most CEOs hot? I thought they were mostly old, crusty men. He’s wearing a suit, but honestly, he looks like he’s part of some kind of print ad for Armani suits. “I’ve been running behind—I’m sorry to have kept you waiting. I’m glad I caught that, because your idea sounds brilliant. It’s just the kind of thing we’d normally love to support in every way we can. Right now just isn’t the right time, unfortunately.”

      “Wait,” I say. “If you could just give me five minutes⁠—”

      He glances down at his watch. “Actually, I really can’t. I heard your plan, and it’s a good one, but we’re not in a position to contribute money to anything, no matter how great the cause.” The smile he plasters on his face looks tired, and not at all flexible.

      Something inside of my heart crumbles. I want to burst into tears.

      “She can have my time.” The tall man stands. “I don’t mind.”

      “Actually, you I need to talk to.” Mr. Devonshire smiles. “I hear you have a proposal that generates money for us.”

      Tall man nods. “I do. But the woman’s idea to create a treatment for allergies instead of just hitting pause on the body’s reaction is pretty good.” He smiles at me, and it’s genuine. “Are you sure you can’t even let her give the pitch?” He drops to a whisper. “She’s been practicing.”

      Mr. Devonshire’s nostrils flare, and he turns back toward me. “Why don’t you pencil in another appointment in about six months. We’ll be reevaluating our budget for charity and research projects then, and I’ll be sure to listen to you first.”

      “What about your daughter?” I snap. “Do you not regret what happened to her at all?”

      “My—” He splutters. “I think you’re confused, ma’am. I don’t have any children.” He holds up his hand. “Not married either, not even a girlfriend.”

      I blink. “Oh.” I purse my lips. “Well, I’ll talk to your secretary, then.”

      The woman behind him stands. “That’s me.” She beams. “I can put you down for six months from now, but that’s actually a Saturday. Six months and three days might be better.”

      I don’t even bother writing it down—I’m sure they’ll email me. I just nod at her and head out. If I open my mouth, I’ll either cry, or I’ll say something totally unhelpful. At the best of times, other students called me terse. In medical school, I was voted Most Likely to Piss Off Patients. I didn’t win Most Likely to be Sued, but only because we had a student who was groping half the women we paid to let us practice doing breast exams.

      By the time I get back home and take off my stupid, ugly Ann Taylor suit, I’m still just as upset. I put on a pair of jeans, and I grab my laptop. It takes some digging—the photograph on the hospital website of Mr. Devonshire is a grey-haired old man—to uncover the identity of the man I just met.

      He’s apparently Albert Austin Devonshire the fourth, and he just stepped in for his father as the new CEO. Since the news report that it happened is dated two days ago, I’m guessing he’s new. That usually means busy. Still, he could have at least heard me out before giving me the boot.

      I feel justified in hating him.

      He crushed all my dreams. He didn’t even look at the numbers I meticulously prepared. He refused to even afford me the opportunity to wow him.

      Mostly, though, I hate myself.

      After seventeen years of hard work, I failed my mom again. I’m sure she’d be disgusted with the way I let him steamroll me. She always told me to make sure that I was heard, even though I’m just a girl. She showed me how to speak up for myself. I watched her always advocate for what was right. After all that, when he said he was busy and not interested, I just turned around and walked away.

      I shot my shot, and it was deflected.

      I print off the photo of the criminally hot CEO who just shot me down, and I stick it to my dartboard. Years ago, when I got referred to a therapist in medical school for chronic indigestion, he told me I had a lot of pent-up rage. One of the most effective coping techniques I found was using darts to release my anger.

      I’ve gotten really, really good at darts, so when I toss, the dart sails right into Pretty Boy’s straight, aristocratic nose. By the time he looks like a feathered porcupine, I feel a tiny bit better. “I’m not giving up, just because Pretty Boy kicked me out, Mom. I swear.”

      I don’t pray, but I do talk to my mom.

      I didn’t even tell the therapist about it. I’m not sure he’d get it.

      “I’ll figure out how to get funding for this if it kills me.” I nod. “Whatever it takes.”
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      I kind of hate weddings.

      Maybe it would be different if I thought marriage was a great idea. At least in my life, it has seemed like a terrible idea. My parents rarely seem to like each other. Nothing has made my parents’ mutual distaste for their spouse more apparent than working with doctors and the board to deal with my father’s dementia. He was never a calm or easygoing guy, but when anyone confronts him about being confused or tries to reason with him about his limitations, he explodes.
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