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Chapter One
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Brooke Lawson’s badge still felt like it belonged to someone else. It tapped against her chest with every hurried step as she followed Maria down the corridor, the laminate cool through the thin cotton of her new scrubs. The hallway hummed with call lights and television chatter, the floor shining in long strips beneath fluorescent bulbs, and the air carried that layered smell she’d only ever read about—bleach and hand soap and something sweeter underneath, like gravy left too long on a warmer. She kept her chin up, kept pace as best she could, and told herself that everyone’s first day felt like this, as if the building tilted just enough to keep you off balance.

“Room one-twelve,” Maria said, nudging the door open with a practiced hip. “You watch first. Then I’ll have you try.”

The room was warmer than the hall, close and a touch humid, the blinds throwing pale ladder-shadows across a narrow bed. The woman there—thin arms, hair like thistledown—blinked up at them, bewildered and already trying to tug the sheet higher. Maria’s voice softened a notch, that particular tone Brooke had heard in videos and never quite believed. It worked. The woman stilled, and Maria’s hands did quiet work: loosening tape, rolling a hip, swapping a brief with brisk, gentle certainty. Brooke hovered at the foot of the bed, trying to make herself useful by passing wipes and trash bags, unwilling to let the sharp ammonia sting in the air touch her face. She smiled when the woman looked her way. She kept smiling even when her mouth went dry.

Back in the hall, Maria snapped off her gloves. “Biggest thing? Don’t rush your face. You can move quick, but your voice and your face have to stay slow.”

Brooke nodded, committing it to memory as they moved on. The afternoon stacked itself into a sequence of doors and names she repeated in her head so she wouldn’t lose them: Mr. Ellis; Ms. Park; Mrs. Flores. She learned to draw a sheet tight so there were no wrinkles under bony shoulders. She learned the angle that let gravity help, not fight, when boosting a patient up in bed. She learned where the wipes were when the dispenser on the wall jammed and how to lean her weight with her knees instead of her back. At some point her ponytail stuck to the back of her neck, and a heat she couldn’t shake began deep behind her eyes, a slow burn that made the lights feel too loud. She chalked it up to nerves, to the building, to the fact that she had eaten nothing but a cereal bar before rushing out the door. She kept moving.

In room two-oh-nine a man with bright, watery eyes tried to climb out of bed the second the sheets came loose. “Whoa, friend,” Maria murmured, sliding a forearm against his chest and guiding him gently back. He twisted, confused, and his fist thumped against her bicep with more accuracy than Brooke expected. The sound of it was small, a hollow pop. Maria didn’t even grimace. “Not mad at you,” she told him, smoothing the blanket. “Mad at the fog.”

Brooke felt her own stomach twist—not from the smell this time, but from the way the world could fold a person in on himself until everything became a fight. She nodded when Maria glanced her way and said, “You okay?” She was okay. Of course she was okay. Her head ached and her skin ran too hot and too cold by turns, but she was okay enough to keep shadowing, to take the side of the bed and roll when Maria told her “now,” to remember the jokes the other aides tossed in the hall as if humor was another supply you fetched and shared when someone was running low.

Near the end of the shift, at the cart by the nurse’s station, Brooke reached for a cup of water and found Nurse Thomas watching her over the rim of a clipboard. The nurse’s scrubs were perfect, her ponytail slick, her perfume a clean floral that should have been pleasant and somehow wasn’t. “How’s the new one?” Thomas asked the air, as if Brooke were a supply rather than a person.

Maria answered without looking up. “Keeps up. Learns fast.”

“Mm.” Thomas’s eyes slid back to Brooke. “Keep your charting legible when you start. We don’t have time to play detective.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Brooke said, though she wasn’t charting anything yet, and the “ma’am” scraped her throat on the way out. She drank the water too fast, felt it slosh in her empty stomach, and swallowed again when a little wave of nausea rose and settled like a tide that had changed its mind.

The clock hands finally climbed to the hour when aides began swapping gossip for car keys. Maria touched Brooke’s shoulder—there, just at the deltoid, where the man’s fist had landed earlier—and said, “You did fine. First days are the loudest. Tomorrow won’t shout as much.”

Brooke smiled because she wanted to believe it. She signed out with a hand that didn’t quite want to hold the pen, and when she stepped into the evening, the air hit her in the face like a warm washcloth. The parking lot glittered with a low sun and the wink of windshields, and still she shivered hard enough that her teeth touched. Heat flushed her cheeks, the kind that didn’t match the breeze or the time of day, and she swept her palms down her scrub pants as if she could iron the tremble out of her legs.

Her boyfriend’s sedan idled by the curb, paint dull under the light, radio thumping softly. He leaned across the seat to pop the door for her, smiling wide until he got a good look at her. The smile folded. “You’re burning up,” he said, palm to her forehead before she could duck. “What did they do to you in there?”

Brooke attempted a shrug and missed, the motion breaking into a shiver. “It’s fine. I’m fine. Just tired.”

“Seatbelt,” he said, gentler now, reaching for it when her fingers fumbled. The belt clicked. The car smelled like gas station coffee and the citrus air freshener he’d clipped to a vent last week. He pulled away from the curb, easing into traffic. “I’ll get you home. Soup, something salty. You need—”

The wave rose without warning, hot and iron-edged, and she bent forward with both hands braced on her knees because there wasn’t time for anything else. “Wait—” she managed, and then there was no waiting. The world narrowed to heat and motion and the sour burn of her own breath, and the mess came up before either of them could do a thing about it.

He slammed the hazard lights on and stared down at his shirt in a kind of stunned silence while Brooke caught at the napkins in the glove box with shaking fingers and an apology that wouldn’t stop tripping over itself. “I’m sorry—God, I’m so sorry—I didn’t—oh my God—”

He made a noise—half cough, half laugh—and blinked at her through it. “Okay. Okay. That... is definitely the worst first-day story I’ve ever heard.”
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