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To my wonderful husband, Carlos, who has nursed
me through some very tough times. Thank you for
always being harmless to me.









CHAPTER 1


BRIANA


“They’re calling him Dr. Death.”


Jocelyn stood, peering at me dramatically from beyond the nurses’ station where I sat at my computer charting my patients.


I glanced up at her over my screen and rolled my eyes. “Give him a break,” I said, typing in my notes. “The guy’s been here all of eleven hours. It’s his first day.”


“That’s the point,” she whispered. “He has a hundred percent kill rate.”


I scoffed but didn’t look back up. “You cannot call him that. We don’t need patients hearing nurses whispering about a Dr. Death.”


“Can we call him Doctor D?”


“No.”


“Why?”


“Because Doctor D sounds like a penis thing.”


She huffed. “Okay, but seriously. Somebody should look into this. Six patients dead?”


I checked my watch. “We work in an ER, Jocelyn. It’s not entirely unheard of.”


“Aren’t you supposed to be chief of emergency medicine? Isn’t it your job to investigate stuff like this?”


I did a final tap into my computer and looked up at her. “Dr. Gibson hasn’t retired yet and the board hasn’t voted on his replacement, so no, it’s not my job.”


“But it will be. You’re totally going to get it. Don’t you think you should dress for the job you want and stop the carnage?” She stood back and crossed her arms.


I could feel the eyes of a dozen other unseen nurses peering at me from around the floor. Jocelyn was sent as an ambassador. Once the nurses latched on to something, they weren’t letting go. This poor guy. He was not going to like it here.


I let out a long sigh. “The first patient was a ninety-six-year-old with a bad heart. The second one was an eighty-nine-year-old stroke victim who had a DNR. There was a car accident crush injury—I got a peek at the X-rays, and nobody but God could have saved that man. Patient four was a gunshot wound to the head, which I don’t need to remind you is ninety percent fatal. The victim was comatose with no evidence of brain stem function upon arrival. Five was a cancer patient on hospice, and six was so septic he was practically dead when he got here.” I looked her in the eye. “Not. His. Fault. Sometimes it happens.”


She pressed her lips into a line. “Sometimes. But not on your first day,” she pointed out.


I had to agree with that. The odds were a little low. But still.


“Just … send all the new patients to me, okay?” I said a little wearily. “He only has another hour. And no Dr. Death. Please.”


She gave me a look. “He’s rude, you know.”


“How is he rude?” I asked.


“He told Hector to put his phone in his locker. You never make us put our phones away.”


“Isn’t Hector in some epic breakup with Jose? He’s probably checking his phone every five seconds. I probably would have made him put it away too.”


The door on room eight slid open, and an auburn-haired white guy in black scrubs came out. His back was to me, so I couldn’t see his face. I watched him peel off his gloves and drop them into a hazardous waste basket. He pinched the bridge of his nose, took a deep breath, then dragged himself toward the locker rooms with his head down.


Hector came out of the room behind him and looked over at us. He held up seven fingers and sucked air through his teeth.


Jocelyn gave me an I-told-you-so look, and I shook my head. “No Dr. Death. Now go. Do something productive.”


She pouted for a second, but then she left.


My cell phone pinged, and I pulled it out.


Alexis: I want to come see you on the 19th.


I typed in my reply:


I’m totally fine.


I wasn’t fine. But I also wasn’t summoning my pregnant best friend out of the warm embrace of her honeymoon period to come hang out with me in the abandoned haunted house my life had turned into. I loved her too much to condemn her.


My phone rang in my hand.


I got up and ducked into an empty room, and swiped the Answer button. “I’m telling you, I’m okay,” I said.


“Nope. I’m coming. What time are you off ?”


“Alexis.” I groaned. “I just want to pretend that day is like any other day.”


“It’s not like any other day. It’s the day your divorce is final. It’s a big deal.”


“I’m not going to do anything stupid. I’m not going to drunk-dial him. I’m not going to get shit-faced and throw up in my hair—”


“I’m more worried about you throwing Molotov cocktails through his windows.”


I snorted. “I guess that’s a valid concern,” I mumbled.


I didn’t exactly have a history of being calm and rational when it came to Nick. When I finally found out he’d been cheating, I’d like to tell you that I acted with poise and grace, a vision of dignity in the face of unfathomable betrayal and heartache. What I actually did was lose my fucking mind. I flushed my wedding ring down the toilet and watered his houseplants with bleach. Then I called his mother to let her know what kind of a man she raised—and that was me just getting started. I’d shocked even myself with the levels of pettiness I was willing to sink to. The grand finale of the depths of my depravity was so embarrassing I forbade Alexis to bring it up to this day.


“Unless you have a date, I’m coming to see you,” she said.


“Ha. Right.” I sat on a gurney and put my forehead into my hand.


Since Nick, I had been through some of the worst online dating in the history of the internet. The amount of garbage I sifted through on Tinder over the last year was so bleak, Nick looked like Prince Charming by comparison.


“Still no luck?” she asked.


“Last month I went on a date with a guy who had a court-ordered Breathalyzer installed in his car because he’d had that many DUIs. He asked me to breathe into it so his car would start. There was the one who showed up to our coffee date with a swastika tattoo on his neck. The last date I went on, the guy’s wife, which I didn’t know he had, showed up to the Benihana and asked if this was what he was doing with the money he said he needed for the kids’ school supplies. He told me he didn’t have kids.”


She must have blanched into the phone. “Oh, gross.”


“You have no idea how lucky you are that you found Daniel. Seriously. Make a sacrifice to the dating gods for that one.” I looked at my watch. “I gotta go, I’m on shift. I’ll call you after work.”


“Okay. But really call me, though,” she said.


“I will really call you.”


We hung up. I sat for a moment just staring at the wall. There was a pain-assessment chart hanging there. Little cartoon faces in various expressions over coinciding levels of pain. A green smiley face over the number zero. A red crying face over the number ten.


I fixed my eyes on the ten.


I’d managed not to think too much about the nineteenth. I was hoping if I didn’t focus on the date, maybe I’d luck out and be a few days past it before I realized it had come and gone. It’s not like much would change when the divorce was finalized. Nick and I had been split for a year. This was just making it paperwork official.


But still.


Maybe Alexis was right and I shouldn’t be alone for it. In case it crept up and boob-punched me.


The last hour of work was uneventful. I took the only patient who came in—nobody died. But to be fair, it was just our regular, Nunchuck Guy, with another concussion, so the odds were in my favor.


I was getting ready to clock out when Jocelyn came back around.


“Hey, Gibson wants to talk to you before you leave.” Her eyes were sparkling. “This is it!” she sang. “He’s giving you the position.”


Gibson was the current chief of emergency medicine for Royaume Northwestern. He was retiring this month. Technically he’d retired almost a year ago. Alexis had gotten his job and he’d left. Then a month later she quit to move to her new husband’s tiny town in the middle of nowhere and open her own clinic, so Gibson came back.


“There’s no way the board has voted yet, so I doubt it,” I said. “But I appreciate the confidence.”


But then I thought about it, and maybe he was giving me the position.


Not one person other than me had raised their hand for it. Nobody else was running. Did they even need to vote? What else would Gibson want to talk to me about if it wasn’t this?


I made my way down the hall toward Gibson’s office, a little excited. I mean, taking on the new job was going to be a ton of work. Six days a week, eighty hours or more. But I was ready. My whole life was Royaume Northwestern Hospital. Might as well work to my full potential.


I knocked on his door frame. “Hey. You wanted to see me?”


Gibson looked up and smiled warmly. “Come in.”


He sat behind his desk, his gray hair neatly combed back. He reminded me of a sweet old grandpa. I liked him. Everyone did. He’d been in the position forever.


“Close the door,” he said, finishing something he was signing.


I slipped into the chair in front of him.


He finished his paperwork and moved it aside and gave me a full, toothy smile. “How are you, Briana?”


“Good,” I said brightly.


“And your brother, Benny?”


I bobbed my head. “As well as can be expected.”


“Well, I’m glad to hear that. Such an unfortunate circumstance. But he’s got some great doctors.”


I nodded. “Royaume Northwestern is the best. Speaking of which, I’m excited to get started—not that I’m looking forward to you leaving,” I added.


He chuckled.


“Is there going to be a vote?” I asked. “Nobody else is running.”


He threaded his fingers over his stomach. “Well, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I wanted to tell you personally. I’ve decided to delay my retirement for a few more months.”


“Oh.” I tried to disguise my disappointment. “Okay. I thought you and Jodi were moving to some villa in Costa Rica.”


He laughed good-naturedly. “We are. But the jungle can wait. I’d like to give everyone some time to get to know Dr. Maddox before we put forward a vote. It only seems fair.”


I blinked at him. “I’m sorry. Who?”


He nodded in the direction of the ER. “Dr. Jacob Maddox. He started today. He was chief of emergency medicine over at Memorial West for the last few years. Great guy. Quite qualified.”


I was rendered mute for a solid ten seconds. “You’re holding off the vote? For him?”


“To give the team a chance to get acquainted.”


“To give him a leg up,” I said flatly.


He looked a little surprised at my reaction. “No, to make it fair. You and I both know these things can be a bit of a popularity contest, and he deserves a clear shot.”


I stared at him in disbelief. “You’re actually doing this. Delaying the vote so he has a greater chance at taking the position. I’ve been here ten years.”


He looked at me seriously. “Briana, I have to consider what’s best for the department. A broader pool to choose from is always preferable. There’s no glory in getting the job by default—”


“It wouldn’t be by default. It would be on merit. Ten years of merit.”


He peered at me patiently. “You know, Alexis didn’t run unchallenged. Competition is healthy. If the job is yours, it’ll still be yours in three months.”


I sat there trying to breathe calmly through my nose. It took everything in me not to blurt “They call him Dr. Death!”


“It’s just three months,” Gibson continued. “Then we vote, and I’m off to drink from coconuts on a beach somewhere and hopefully you’re right where you want to be too. Enjoy the calm before the storm, take it easy. Spend some time with Benny.”


I let out a slow, centering breath.


Gibson probably knew this Dr. Death guy. They must be friends. They probably golfed or something. This whole thing reeked of nepotism. But what choice did I have? If Gibson had decided not to retire yet, there was nothing I could do.


“Thank you for letting me know,” I said stiffly. I got up and let myself out.


The second I got in the car I called Alexis. “I hate the new guy,” I said when she picked up.


“Well, hello.”


“They call him Dr. Death. He killed seven patients today. Seven. First day.”


“Well, it happens.” She sounded distracted.


“And get this, Gibson is holding off on his retirement so the new guy can get a shot at getting the chief position. It’s total boys’-club bullshit.”


“Uh-huh,” she mumbled.


I listened for a second. Then I recoiled in horror. “Oh my God! Are you guys making out? I’m on the phone!”


She and Daniel were always all over each other. I think they only came up for air to eat.


I rubbed my temple. “Can you please toss some cold water on him and talk to me? I’m having a crisis.”


“Sorry, hold on.” She whispered something I couldn’t hear and giggled. Then he giggled.


I rolled my eyes and waited. This year was going to be my villain origin story, I just knew it.


A door closed in the background and she came back on. “Okay. I am here. Tell me all the things.”


“Okay, so the new guy is some hotshot transfer from Memorial West. I guess he was their chief over there, so Gibson wants to delay the vote so everyone can get to know him better. The guy’s a total dick, the nurses hate him—”


“Well, if the nurses hate him, you have nothing to worry about.”


“That’s not even the point! Do you think Gibson would do this if the transfer was a woman?”


I heard her pressing buttons on a microwave. “Eh, yeah. I do. Gibson’s pretty fair. I don’t picture him making this a gender thing.”


“You are supposed to be on my side.”


“I am on your side. Look, there is no way you’re not getting it. He did you a favor. He just handed the summer back to you without you being tied to the ER for eighty hours a week. Benny needs you right now. It’s better if you’re free for the next few months while he gets adjusted.”


I went quiet. The way things were going with Benny, I’d probably see him as much in the ER as I would at home. I pushed down the knot I always got in my throat when I thought about my little brother.


“So what does this new guy look like?” Alexis asked, clearly changing the subject.


“I have no idea,” I mumbled. “He’s like a shadow demon. Every time I’m about to walk into a room he’s in, he steps out the other door. I’ve seen the back of his head a few times, but that’s it.”


“You didn’t introduce yourself when he got there?”


“I mean, I was going to. But we got slammed the second I clocked in. And then when it calmed down, I couldn’t find him. It’s like the guy hides in a supply closet somewhere when he’s not declaring people dead.”


“Look,” she said, getting back on topic. “Everyone loves you. You’re going to be a shoo-in, no matter who runs against you. And that new guy? I give him a month. The nurses will eat him alive. You’ll be the first Salvadorian chief in Royaume history by the end of summer, te lo prometo.”


Alexis was trilingual. English, Spanish, and American Sign Language. She was brilliant, a world-renowned philanthropist from a prestigious family—and an optimist to boot.


I heard her open the microwave door. “Hey, when I come up, I’m making you scones,” she said.


Aaand now she was baking too. I had to smile despite my mood. Alexis making scones was comparable to me going out back and chopping wood—hell would freeze over first. She really had changed when she met Daniel, and for the better.


I rested my elbow on the car door and put my head in my hand. I felt myself calming down. My best friend always de-escalated me. Sometimes I hated that about her. There were times when I just wanted to be pissed off, careening forward on the strength of my pure rage. I was grateful for my ability to stay furious, especially over the last year. Anger is a powerful fuel. It can be very motivating. Fortifying.


The only problem with anger is that it burns hot and fast. It doesn’t tend to burn long.


Sadness burns long. Grief. Disappointment.


I realized that’s what I was afraid was going to happen on the nineteenth. My divorce would be final, my rage would finally burn out, and I’d be left with what was left of me.


And that wasn’t much.









CHAPTER 2


JACOB


I pulled into the parking lot and sat there staring through the windshield, debating whether I should just go.


Amy and Jeremiah wanted to talk to me.


There really was only one reason they would need to at this point. I knew what it was. I’d been expecting it for months now. There was almost a morbid sense of relief that we were finally getting it over with. I looked glumly at the sign on the building.


BAD AXE GRILL.


That was where they’d decided to do this, a damn ax-throwing bar. This is where they were going to drop the bomb? The location of this meeting was only slightly less awful than the news I was about to get.


It would be loud. There would be drunks. People in wedding veils and birthday hats hooting and cheering, shouting over the music. It was the kind of place that felt thick, like everyone was sitting on top of one another. Strangers would bump into me, the bathrooms would be filthy and crowded, the tables would be sticky. Like an adult version of a Chuck E. Cheese with booze and obnoxious frat boys.


I felt my heart beginning to pound at the idea of being in there.


I never went to bars unless I was being dragged. Jeremiah should know better. He was my brother, he knew about my dislike for places like this, that I got overstimulated and overwhelmed. But my guess was he was deferring to Amy—and this was very, very her. She’d take me to a place like this and be bewildered when I’d want to leave as soon as humanly possible. She’d say something like, “But they’re famous for their wings! You love wings, that’s why I brought you here!” as if the right buffalo sauce could mitigate the rest of it.


No wonder she’d left.


I was boring and withdrawn and impossible to understand. Even after two and a half years together.


I shifted in my seat. I should just go. Tell them I’d talk to them later. I was so drained I could barely think straight. I’d started a new job today. Lost every patient who walked into my ER.


I rubbed my temples. I felt like the angel of death. People dying is inevitable in my line of work. You can’t save them all, and it’s naïve to think you have any control over what comes through those sliding doors. But on my first day?


The nurses hated me. I could feel the loathing dripping off them my whole shift. And none of the other attendings even came over to say hi.


I’d second-guessed everything in the last twelve hours. Quitting Memorial West to go somewhere new, giving up my leadership position, starting over. It had sounded like a good idea in theory, but I think I’d overestimated my adaptability. I felt unmoored, like I was being tossed around on some choppy sea and all the captains of the passing boats were sneering at me instead of throwing me a lifeline.


Being in this hellhole of a restaurant would suck the last of the energy from my already-depleted soul.


Maybe I could do this meeting tomorrow instead. But if I left, Amy and Jeremiah would assume I was hurt. That I wasn’t over it. Couldn’t handle it. Even if I explained it was the place and not the news, they’d never believe me. I’d dated Amy for years and hadn’t succeeded in making her understand my anxiety, so why would she get it now?


I wished there was some sort of autopilot I could slip into, like I usually did at work. A muscle memory to move me through the motions. But it would have to be all me. I’d have to be awake for it. Fully aware.


I let out a long breath, turned off the truck, and got out to drag myself into the bar. A young woman with a nose ring was working the hostess stand and took me through to a table in the back where my ex-girlfriend and my younger brother sat side by side in a booth.


They were laughing and leaning into each other before they saw me, but the second they did they jumped apart.


My stomach twisted at seeing them together.


They’d been disinvited to the monthly family dinner at my parents’ house, so I hadn’t been forced to see this with my own eyes until now. I felt ill.


I sat down and tried my best to appear relaxed. “Hey. Sorry I’m late.”


Amy chewed on her lip in that way she did when she was nervous. “It’s okay. We figured you might go for drinks or something with your new coworkers. You know, for your first day?”


I scoffed to myself.


“Thank you for coming,” she said.


I nodded.


Thump.


Thump.


Thump thump thump.


Axes hitting walls.


I could feel the tunnel vision of an anxiety attack plucking at the edges of my sight, and I wondered how long I had until I’d have to get up and go, whether it was appropriate or not.


They sat there, looking at me like they didn’t know how to start.


I glanced at my watch. “I have an early shift tomorrow … ” I lied.


Amy nodded. “Right. Sorry.” She tucked her hair behind her ear. “So, I don’t really know how to say this … ”


“You’re getting married,” I said.


I could see the confirmation on her apologetic face before she uttered a word.


She nodded. “We’re getting married.”


Thump. Thump thump thump.


Laughing, shouting, the clink of forks on plates. Someone dropped a glass and it shattered and everyone cheered. The press of the room closed in on me, but I managed to smile in a way that I thought looked authentic.


“Congratulations,” I said. “Have you set a date?”


She looked at Jeremiah, and he smiled at her. “We’re thinking July,” he said.


I nodded. “Good. It’s a good month. Well, I look forward to being there.” I was amazed at how stoic I sounded.


Amy licked her lips. “We, um … we haven’t told anyone else yet. We thought you should be the first to know.”


“Thank you,” I said. “But that wasn’t necessary. I’m sure everyone will be thrilled.” I looked at my watch again. “It’s a little loud for me in here. I think I’m going to get going. Congratulations. And let me know if I can help in any way.”


They looked at me gratefully. I don’t know what they expected. Maybe they thought despite the graceful way I’d handled everything else up to this point that this might be the thing that pushed me over the edge. But I was fully committed to maintaining my position on this. Being difficult and indignant wouldn’t change it. And they didn’t mean to hurt me.


Even if they did.


I got up and tried my best to walk at a normal speed out of the bar. The thumps chased me, each one like a gunshot to my heels.


I felt myself just outpace the wave of anxiety as I burst into the cool April air and leaned forward on my knees, gasping for breath on the sidewalk.


So it was finally happening. The woman I loved had moved on. She was marrying someone else.


And the someone else was my brother.


The next day I was on the hospital floor, in between patients, when my cell phone rang. It was my older sister Jewel. I stared at the incoming call with a resigned sense of dread.


I was going to deal with the shock wave of this news in layers. My own feelings about it, and then everyone else’s, dumped on me like ice water over and over until I was drenched in it.


I slipped into a supply closet and hit the Answer button.


“Jewel.”


“It’s total bullshit,” she said. “I’m not going, just so you know. Fuck them both.”


“Fuck them both!” her wife, Gwen, parroted from the background.


I rubbed my forehead tiredly. “Gwen, it’s fine.”


“It’s okay to not be fine, Jacob.” Mom’s voice.


“I’m not going either,” a fourth called out. My other older sister, Jill.


“Me either!” The youngest, Jane.


Amy and Jeremiah must have told my family together.


“Your father’s here,” Mom said.


“Jacob, I’m here if you want to talk,” Dad said from somewhere farther away than the women.


He’d probably been roped into this phone call. Dramatic declarations weren’t really his style.


“They’ve made their bed,” Jewel said. “No one from this family is going to be there.”


“I will be there. I’m happy for them,” I lied. “And I intend to fully support them,” I said honestly. “And I hope you will too.”


They gasped indignantly in unison. “How can you possibly be okay with this?” Jewel asked. “They started dating less than three months after you two broke up. It’s disgusting.”


“It’s fucked up, man.” Walter, Jill’s husband.


The whole gang. Perfect.


I sat on a box of toilet paper. “I’m really okay,” I said, pinching the bridge of my nose.


“You are not okay,” Gwen insisted. “They’re assholes! How can they expect you to be there? How can they expect any of us to be there?”


“I don’t think they expect anything,” I said wearily. “But you not supporting it isn’t going to change it. As long as they want me there, I’m going to the wedding. Even if you’re not.”


“Jacob,” Mom said carefully, “you have always been the diplomatic one. I love that about you, but you do not need to put yourself through this. It’s fine to set boundaries.”


“Mom, I’m really okay. I’m over it. I’ve moved on.”


“Moved on how?” Jewel said. “You haven’t gone on a single date since she left.”


Jill whispered in the background, “Maybe he’s finding himself. He doesn’t need to date to move on—”


“Yes, he does!” Jewel hissed. “If he’s not having sex with someone else, then he’s still obsessed with her—”


“We don’t know that he’s not having sex,” Mom said. “Just because he hasn’t brought anyone home doesn’t mean he’s not having intercourse—Jacob? While I think rediscovering your sexuality after a split can be wonderful for your self-esteem, risky sexual behavior is more common after a traumatic breakup. If you’re having intercourse, you are using protection, right? Now you know how I feel about coconut oil as a lubricant, it’s very healing for the vagina but it does cause condoms to break—”


“What about grape-seed oil?” Dad asked from somewhere far off. “Does that do the condom thing? I like the grape-seed oil. Silky.”


“Okay, can we not?” Jewel said.


“Your father and I are sexual beings,” Mom said. “Let’s not pretend like we don’t know how you kids got here.”


I squeezed my eyes shut. I am in hell.


“Jacob, are you having sex with anyone?” Jill asked. “I feel like we should just clear this up.”


I threw up a hand. “You know what? Yes. I am.”


The lie was so out of nowhere it almost felt like someone else said it. And why had I said it? But then I knew why.


It was one of those falsehoods you told to make someone else feel better. Telling a dying man that everything was going to be okay when you knew it wasn’t. It was a sort of mercy. For all of them.


I think deep down my family wanted to be okay with this wedding. They loved Amy, and they loved Jeremiah. They were upset on principle and for my benefit, not because they hated either of them. They just hated how they thought it made me feel. It was obvious that as long as I was unattached, I was the jilted ex in need of their protection and indignation. Amy and I would never get back together, so what was the point? Why make this stand in my honor? I didn’t want it.


Amy and Jeremiah would get married with or without my family’s support. And they’d have kids, and those kids would be blameless. Even if the whole family shunned my brother and my ex for the rest of their lives, it wouldn’t change a thing. So if I had to tell a white lie to redirect the focus, that’s what I was going to do.


“You’re seeing someone?” Jill asked. “Who is she?”


“It’s just someone I work with,” I said, hoping they’d drop it.


“At Royaume?” Jewel asked. “Is that why you quit Memorial West?”


“Uh …”


“Because we all thought you quit so you wouldn’t have to work with Amy because you were so heartbroken and sad!” Jill sounded excited. “But you quit because you’re in love and you want to be close to her?”


I blinked. “Yes?”


Everyone made an awwwwwww noise.


“When can we meet her?” Jane asked excitedly.


“I … I don’t know,” I stuttered. “I’m not ready to introduce her to anyone yet. It’s still new.”


I could feel them bubbling on the other end of the line. Damn. They’d never let this go now.


“Listen,” I said, putting the phone to my other ear. “I am okay with this wedding. I have moved on, and I am happy for them.”


“Will you bring your girlfriend to the wedding?” Gwen asked, a smile in her voice.


“Uh … I guess. If we’re still together, yes.”


More squealing.


I heard Jewel sigh dramatically. “Okay,” she said. “Fine. I guess, since you’re okay with it, I hate it less. But I’m still not excited.”


“I do like weddings, though,” Jill said. “But you’re right, I’m still mad at them,” she added quickly.


I shook my head. “Don’t be mad at them. Look, I gotta go. I’m on shift.”


“Will we see you on the nineteenth for dinner?” Mom asked. “I want lasagna, but your father might smoke a pork roast.”


“Yes, I will be there for dinner,” I said.


“Can you bring a bottle of wine?”


“Yes, I will bring wine.”


“Okay. Love you!”


They all said good-bye in unison and hung up. I set my phone on my thigh and put my palms to my eyes.


I’d have to say I broke up with my imaginary girlfriend when it came around to it. But hopefully it would take the pressure off in the meantime. Maybe everyone would finally stop looking at me like I was going to crumble into dust.


Granted, it had been a bad breakup. But at least I got the dog.


I dragged myself up and let myself out of the supply closet—and someone crashed into me. I let out an oomph, and my phone flew from my hand and went skittering across the hard floor.


The doctor who hit me didn’t stop. She launched off me and continued running down the hallway toward the patient rooms.


“What the hell ?” I muttered, picking up my phone. The screen was cracked.


“Watch where you’re going!” I shouted after her, annoyed.


She didn’t even glance back. A nurse gave me a dirty look like I was the asshole.


Was everyone rude like this here? What the hell was wrong with this place?


I peered forlornly at my cell. It still worked, but the corner was shattered. The perfect ending to the worst week ever. I gritted my teeth.


I stalked down the hallway in the direction the woman ran. I didn’t know exactly what my plan was. Give her my thoughts on running in the halls? Demand she cover the screen repair?


I poked my head into the rooms one at a time until I spotted her. She was bedside, her back to me, talking to a young man.


The patient was gray. He had a dialysis catheter in his chest. The skin around it looked red and swollen.


“Why didn’t you call me?” she asked the man in the bed. “This is totally infected.” She fluttered around him, looking at his vitals. “You could have gone septic. This is so dangerous.” She took a thermometer out of his mouth and shook her head. “You can’t let things get this bad, Benny. You need to tell me when stuff isn’t right.”


I realized then that I was intruding on something and was about to make my exit, but a nurse came up behind me with a huge dialysis machine, forcing me fully into the room. I stepped aside and stood next to the wall as she wheeled it to the bed.


“It hurts … ” Benny said quietly.


“I know,” the woman said, a little softer now. “I’m getting you on some antibiotics and pain meds.” She put a hand on his head. “In a few minutes you’ll be sixteen again, passed out on Jäger in a cornfield.”


I snorted from my corner, and she twisted and noticed me standing there. “Uh, can I help you?”


My God, she was beautiful. She was so beautiful it disarmed me. For a second I forgot what I was even doing there.


Long brown hair tied into a messy bun. Wide brown eyes, full lashes.


Then my anxiety lurched—some violent combination of a throwback to tenth grade, me nervous talking to a pretty girl, coupled with the stress of meeting a new coworker in a hostile work environment while I was in a room I shouldn’t be in. I froze.


This didn’t normally happen while I was on the job. My anxiety was well managed at work. I was assured and confident in my interactions with my peers and subordinates. I was an excellent physician. But she had me flustered just by looking at me—the way she was looking at me, annoyed and impatient. I felt my social skills drop off like a heart-attack victim flatlining.


I cleared my throat. “Uh, you bumped into me back there,” I said awkwardly.


She blinked at me like I was telling her the most unimportant thing in the world. “Okay. Sorry?”


“You, uh, shouldn’t run in the hallways.”


She stared at me.


My mouth started to get dry. “It’s just, I used to be head of emergency medicine at Memorial West and I know how easy it is for accidents to—”


Her eyes flashed. “Yeah, I’m aware of your résumé, Dr. Maddox. Thanks for the hot tip. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to be alone with my patient?”


She cut daggers through me. Benny was staring. Even the nurse was glaring at me.


I stood there for another second. Then I backed out of the room. Hot embarrassment seared up my neck. What had I been thinking going in there like that? Jesus Christ, Jacob.


I went back to my side of the ER, running the whole awkward encounter through my head over and over, obsessing about what I should have said or should have done.


So stupid.


I shouldn’t have broached it when she was with a patient. That was the first thing. Maybe I should have led with the fact that she actually broke my phone, so she knew I wasn’t just there to give her a hard time about the running.


Maybe I should have just let it go.


Letting it go would have been better. Because then there would have been no encounter at all. I should have just said “Wrong room” and left.


God, I was a jerk. I was effortlessly succeeding in making myself the most hated person at Royaume Northwestern.


I knew from years of therapy that I was ruminating. That the encounter had probably been nothing to her, but to me it felt like the most embarrassing thing that had ever happened. A decade from now I’d be lying in bed and my eyes would fly open and I’d remember the incredulous way she’d looked at me—me, the guy who had the audacity to walk into her ER room and talk to her about running toward a critical patient, one she obviously knew and cared about.


I cringed through the second half of the day. My anxiety felt like electricity. A low, humming current under my skin, a survival instinct triggered and gnawing at me, telling me to flee. I couldn’t escape it, and I couldn’t calm it down.


Usually my anxiety meds leveled me out. But there was only so much meds could do. I had to manage stress, use the coping skills I’d learned in therapy. Most importantly, I had to live a lifestyle conducive to wellness. That’s what I thought I was doing coming here, getting myself out of the unhealthy situation at Memorial West with Amy and Jeremiah, making a choice that was best for my mental health.


But now this.


I knew I was being quiet and taciturn and this wasn’t helping to endear me to the already-cold nurses on my shift, but I was so in my head I couldn’t stop myself. I’d managed to trade seeing Amy and Jeremiah every single day for a whole team of people who hated my guts instead.


I’d always had a hard time making new friends. I got nervous in unfamiliar social settings, so I would say the wrong thing or become withdrawn, so it took time for people to warm up to me. Maybe I just needed time here too. But something told me this place was different. They were too cliqued up. It felt like high school all over again. I was the outsider and I’d keep being the outsider, especially if I kept messing things up the way I’d been doing. And I didn’t even know how to stop.


I had another hour of my shift, but I needed a break. My mental battery was empty again. I didn’t want to run into that woman in the doctors’ lounge, so I headed back to the supply closet.


Only when I got there, it wasn’t empty …









CHAPTER 3


BRIANA


I got Benny situated and managed not to cry the whole time. Then, once he was comfortable, I made a beeline for my sob closet.


I liked to cry in the supply closet by Gibson’s office. Quiet, low traffic. I had a toilet-paper box I liked to sit on, and the stuff on the shelves acted as sound insulation so nobody could hear me completely losing my mind.


I’d cried in this closet more times than I could count. I cried in here after losing patients. I cried here when they told me Benny was in end-stage renal failure. Cried here for Nick. I’d even cried in here a little bit for that backstabbing traitor, Kelly, the “friend” who spent two years sleeping with my husband in between meeting me for brunch. But never in all those times had anyone ever walked in on me. And today someone did.


The door opened and a man slipped inside. He shut the door behind him and turned around to see me sitting there, all snot bubbles in my nose and hair sticking to my cheeks.


Dr. Death.


We stared at each other in surprise for a split second—and then he fled.


I let out the breath I’d been holding and put my face back into my hands.


Of course this guy would violate the sanctity of this space. What an asshole.


He yelled at me earlier. I mean, I ran into him, so yeah, I got it. But then he followed me into Benny’s room to give me some mansplaining dressing-down about running in the hallways. First he got the red carpet rolled out for him to try his best at taking my job, then this. I couldn’t believe—


The door opened again. He came back in, shut the door behind him, crouched in front of me, and handed me a wet washcloth.


“For your face,” he said gently. “It’s warm.”


There was something so kind and disarming in his light brown eyes that I almost forgot how much I disliked him. Almost.


I paused for a moment, then took it. “Thank you.” I sniffed.


He smiled a little and nodded. But he didn’t go. He sat down against the door.


I stared at him, wondering what in the world he thought he was doing. I wanted him to leave. The room was totally crowded with him in it, and I wasn’t going to keep crying with him sitting here.


But then I realized that he probably wanted to make sure I was okay. I guess it would be weird if he just handed me a washcloth and took off, like “Enjoy your meltdown.”


I let out a resigned breath and pressed the warm towel into my eyes. It did make me feel better.


“Are you okay?” he asked quietly.


I sniffled and nodded, looking anywhere other than his face.


The legs of his black scrubs were inched up and I could see his gray socks. They had tiny brown dogs on them. I guess he was a novelty sock kind of guy.


He had on a black smartwatch. Toned freckled arms like he worked out. A stethoscope draped around his neck, his hospital badge clipped to his shirt. When I got to his eyes, he was gazing back at me. A five-o’clock shadow, a full head of thick reddish-brown hair. He wasn’t bad looking. Like, at all.


I distrusted good-looking men on principle. Nick was good-looking, and look where that got me.


His eyes were red, and I wondered if his day was going about as well as mine. Maybe he’d come in here for a break too.


“So,” he said. “Do you come here often?”


I let out a dry laugh at the joke. “Best place to cry in the whole hospital,” I said, my voice raspy.


“I used to like the stairwell at Memorial West.”


I nodded. “Also a solid choice. A little too echoey for my use, but a nice supply closet alternative if you’re claustrophobic.”


“On-call rooms are good too,” he suggested.


“Too far from the ER. I like the sob closet. Close enough for a spontaneous midday breakdown.”


“My favorite kind,” he said tiredly.


So he had come here to hide.


He paused a moment. “I’m Jacob,” he said.


“Briana.”


Then we went quiet again.


There was something comfortable about the silence, a kind of understanding in it.


It reminded me of a backpacking trip I’d taken a few years ago. Nick hadn’t wanted to go, so I was alone. I knew only too well now why he didn’t want to go. His favorite time to cheat was when I was on a mountain somewhere without cell service—but anyway. I’d been on the Superior Hiking Trail right after dawn, and ran into a bear on the path. We both paused and just stood there, looking at each other. Him with his bear claws and bear teeth. Me with my bear spray. But neither of us moved to hurt the other, and I couldn’t explain it other than to say that the bear and I agreed to be harmless to each other and share the space. That’s what this felt like. A quiet, unspoken truce.


Maybe he wasn’t so bad. He didn’t look like an awful person. He looked tired. Sort of vulnerable.


“Is he someone you know?” he asked quietly. “The dialysis patient?”


I let out a slow breath. “My little brother,” I said.


“What caused it?” he asked.


“An autoimmune disorder. Came out of nowhere.”


We sat there quietly. Him against his door and me on my TP box.


“You know, it could be worse,” he said after a moment. “You can live for decades on dialysis.”


I was instantly snapped back into the room.


It could be worse.


I was so sick and tired of platitudes.


God has a plan.


Everything happens for a reason.


What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.


No, it doesn’t, and fuck all of it.


There was no reason for this to be happening to Benny. It wasn’t God’s plan, and it wasn’t going to make him stronger. And you know what? Maybe it could be worse. But who cares? That was the most unhelpful comment of all. Benny had every right to hate what was happening to him. He had every right to grieve the life and the body he’d lost and to be angry about it, no matter how many countless other scenarios sucked slightly more than this one.


“Why the fuck would he want to live for decades on dialysis?” I snapped. “He’s twenty-seven years old. He wants to make spontaneous trips to Vegas with his friends, drink beer, meet girls, and have sex without being embarrassed about the tubes sticking out of his chest.”


He put up a hand. “I didn’t mean—”


“I really hope something like this never happens to someone you love. Or to you. And I seriously hope you never say stupid shit like this to your patients.”


I got up. “Let me out.”


He pushed a long breath through his lips and dipped his head between his knees for a second. Then he dragged himself up and moved away from the door.


I stopped right before opening it. “And another thing. I think it’s completely unethical what you and Gibson are doing. But it’s fine. Doesn’t matter.” I looked him in the eye. “This is my team. This is my hospital. You’ll never get the job, no matter who pulls strings for you.”


I slammed the door on my way out.









CHAPTER 4


JACOB


I had no idea what the hell she was talking about. None. And I wasn’t going to ask her. I waited a few moments before leaving the supply closet to give her a chance to clear the area. Then I did my best to stay on my own side of the ER for the rest of my shift.


I wondered if I could keep doing this. I was miserable here. I was miserable at Memorial, and I would probably be miserable wherever else I went too. Maybe this was my life now, just existing and hating every minute of it.


It occurred to me that maybe Amy had been right to give up on me. How could I be lovable when I wasn’t even likable?


I wrapped up my last patient and was heading to the locker room when Zander came out of room seven, the one Benny was in.


“Maddox!” He grinned at me. “There you are. I was gonna go hunt your ass down.”


Dr. Zander Reese was a nephrologist. A kidney specialist and a good one. He was also my best friend. We’d been roommates in med school and through our residencies. He was one of the selling points of this move. Knowing someone here had been a plus. It was nice to finally see a familiar face, one that wasn’t scowling at me.


Maybe Zander was Benny’s kidney specialist? I peered past him to see into the room, but the curtain was across the sliding glass door.


I wondered if she was still there. Probably.


I felt like I should apologize to her for the comment in the supply closet, but it seemed like the more I talked, the worse things got.


Zander smacked me on the shoulder. “Hey, sorry I missed you yesterday, bud, I had rounds at the dialysis clinic.” He nodded down the hallway. “Gibson sent me to look for you. You’re off right now, right? Wanna get a drink? We’re thinking Mafi’s across the street.”


I liked Mafi’s. And I liked that it was a place I’d been to before. He’d probably picked it for that exact reason.


Places I knew were less stressful for me because I had a sense of how loud it was going to be, how crowded. I wouldn’t have to ask anyone where the restrooms were.


Sometimes I’d Google a place just to see what I could before going. Figure out what I’d order, what the parking situation would be like. Or if there was a big dinner or a party I had to go to, I’d walk through the venue the day before, so when I got there, I’d feel more oriented and less stressed before having to deal with a large social commitment.


I’d done that here too. I’d toured Royaume twice before I took the transfer. Zander was here, I knew Gibson, I knew the job, I’d felt comfortable with the move.


But sometimes even the most thorough due diligence couldn’t show you the heart of a thing …


Zander was waiting for my reply.


Normally after a day like today I’d just want to go home. But I needed to have a positive social interaction so the last one wouldn’t be all I could think about. If I didn’t put something between me and what happened, I’d fixate on it the rest of the night.


“Sure,” I said. “Let me get changed. I’ll meet you guys there.”


I found them in the restaurant thirty minutes later. Gibson waved me over with a friendly smile. He was one of those easy people everyone liked.


Gibson and I went way back. We’d never worked together, but we’d had the same job for the last few years and ended up at enough of the same conferences to get pretty well acquainted. Plus he knew Mom. Most doctors did. She was a well-respected physician in her own right.


He smiled at me as I sat down. “Maddox. How’s the new job treating you?”


“Good,” I lied.


“And how’s Amy?” he asked.


“Fine. We broke up eight months ago.”


He arched an eyebrow. “Ouch. I didn’t know that. I’m sorry. Is that why you transferred?”


I picked up a menu and looked at it, though I didn’t need to. I’d already checked it out online. “In part, yes,” I said. “She’s getting married, actually. To Jeremiah.”


Zander stared at me. “Are you kidding me?”


“I’m afraid not.”


Gibson leaned back in the booth. “And what does your mother have to say about that?”


“Plenty,” I mumbled.


Zander nodded at me. “At least you got the dog,” he said.


“There is that.”


I’d adopted Lieutenant Dan when Amy and I were together. He was my dog, but we’d shared him pretty equally, and Amy loved him just as much as I did. I half-expected her to ask for partial custody, but luckily she didn’t fight me on it. She didn’t fight me for much, come to think of it. There was nothing to fight over. We’d never lived together, didn’t have kids.


I looked up at Gibson over the menu. “Hey, I wanted to ask you something. There’s a doctor here, Briana—Zander, I think you’re treating her brother?”


“Dr. Ortiz,” Gibson said a little warily. “Is she giving you problems?”


“No. She said something to me about you pulling strings for me? She seemed upset about it. Do you know what that’s about?”


He blew a breath through his lips. “She’s up to replace me when I go. I mentioned to her that I’ve put off retiring to give the staff a chance to get to know you before we vote on the next chief. She was not happy with me.”


I pressed my lips together and nodded. Well, that would do it.


“I have no interest in the position, Gibson.”


He looked surprised. “No? I just assumed you’d take a stab at it. You took a pretty big step down coming here.”


“My chief days are over. I came here to simplify my life.” And was failing miserably …


He let out a sigh. “Okay. Well, I can respect that.”


“Seems a little unfair to delay the vote on my behalf,” I said. “I can understand why she’d be frustrated.”


“Eh, it wouldn’t have mattered,” Gibson said dismissively. “No shade to you, I’m sure you’d put up a heck of a fight, but it’d be a landslide in her favor no matter how long I waited. Her team loves her and she’s a hell of a physician.”


“Then why bother putting off the vote?” I asked.


He picked up his menu and started to look it over. “I don’t like the optics of her running unchallenged. It takes validity out of the win and I don’t want anyone whispering under their breath that she got it because there was no one else. It’s not fair to her and it’s not a good way to enter a position of leadership.”


Zander bobbed his head. “So you put her up against an obvious front-runner—and let her obliterate him.” He looked impressed. “I like it.” He nodded at me. “Fucked up for you, but I do like it.”


I also liked it. Not the me losing part, but the reason for it. At least it had been well intentioned.


“As noble as it sounds, I’m still going to have to opt out,” I said.


Gibson nodded. “Noted. Well, I’m sticking around anyway in case someone else brave enough to challenge her surfaces. And honestly, I’m happy for the extra couple of months. I’m not ready to leave yet. Quitting after twenty years is a lot. And spending all that time with Jodi? I don’t know if I’m ready for it.”


“You’re not,” Zander said. “Trust me. I look forward to my husband’s curling trips all year so I can get some peace.”


Gibson shook his head over his menu. “I suppose you don’t take a job like this one if you’re happy at home. Unless you’re in your position. I’d imagine Amy didn’t care, since she saw you at work anyway.”


“She cared,” I muttered. I didn’t elaborate. “And anyway, I didn’t really want the chief position then either. I was sort of pushed into it by the team. It’s not really my thing.”


Gibson waved me off. “If they pushed you into it, it’s your thing. You’re diplomatic, fair, and you don’t lean toward drama. They respected you. Briana’s the same way, actually. Though a little bit more of a bulldog.”


Zander raised a finger at a server to call her over. “Briana will make a good chief—if you ever get the hell out of here.”


Gibson chuckled.


“How’s the anxiety?” Zander asked me. “Not easy being the new guy.”


“It’s been okay,” I lied again.


“Starting a new job has gotta be like your own personal hell,” Zander went on. “The grown-up version of standing up in front of the class and introducing yourself.”


I scoffed. It was exactly like that. Only I was naked too and my dog ate my homework.


Luckily our server came over before I had to get more into it. Zander ordered one of every appetizer for the table, so the guys didn’t order any entrées, but I got a salad. I’d try what came, but I wouldn’t fill up on fried foods and sodium.


When my mental health was struggling, I had a strict self-care regime. The second I started to notice the glitchy, staticky feeling creeping in, I made a concerted effort to exercise and get enough sleep. I cut out alcohol, processed sugar, and carbs, tried to eat more whole foods. Journaled. It all helped. And right now I needed all the help I could get. I was teetering on some precipice, trying not to fall. Amy and Jeremiah, my family, my new job—all of it prodding me to the drop-off.


The guys’ cocktails were delivered, and I got my club soda and lime. They went into stories about their patients as I sat back and enjoyed the distraction. I was glad I came. I needed this. A reminder that there were people who liked me.


Interactions like this one didn’t wear me out. They knew me. They didn’t take it personally if I slipped into silence and just listened. They didn’t give me a hard time about not having any alcohol, which is something I never did either, to anyone. You never knew what someone’s reason was for not drinking.


These friends were easy. Not all of them were.


Different people had different energy demands. Some people took more from me than others. Dad, for example, was low energy. I could spend days with him in his workshop and never feel like I needed a break. Jill and Jane were easy too. But Mom and Jeremiah and Jewel? They were high-energy people who could drain me in a matter of minutes. There was only so much of them I could handle.


Amy was the highest-energy of all. There was never silence. She had to fill every moment.


In the beginning, I liked it. I didn’t have to be charming or force conversation. She’d do it all, and I’d get to sit and listen and laugh at her stories, and she never needed me to contribute. Listening was my contribution. When we went to parties, she handled all the small talk with everyone and I got to just be there. It took pressure off me. My family loved her. It was easy. I think my reserved personality made her feel listened to and the center of attention, the way she liked. And it made me the opposite. She made me invisible, the way I liked.


But then one day I realized I knew everything about her and she knew nothing about me. Nothing. And I was lonely, even though I was with someone. So I finally brought it up to her and … well. Here we were.


Gibson nodded to Zander. “Did I see Benny come through today?”


“Yeah. Infected catheter.”


I sat up. “Briana told me about him,” I said, suddenly interested in participating in the conversation. “Autoimmune disease.”


“Man, shit luck for that kid. Zero to kidney failure in eighteen months.”


“Is his sister donating a kidney?” I asked.


Zander took a swallow of his bourbon. “Not a match. So far nobody is.”


Gibson shook his head. “Poor kid. Lost his job, girlfriend broke up with him.”


“That pissed me off,” Zander said, tipping his glass at Gibson.


“Why’d she break up with him?” I asked.


“Couldn’t handle it,” Gibson said. “No end in sight, didn’t want to wait it out.”


I shook my head. “How long does someone like that wait on the transplant list? It can’t be that long.”


Zander bobbed his head. “Depends. Can be anywhere from three to seven years. But he’s got a rare blood type—the rarest blood type, actually. Might be longer for him.”


I sat back in my seat. “Longer than seven years,” I breathed. “God, I can’t imagine.” No wonder his sister was so upset.


I hadn’t meant to be insensitive with my comment about dialysis. I’d meant it to be reassuring—because it was true. Dialysis would keep him alive. But the quality of his life would suffer in the meantime. Today had been a prime example of it.


Besides the health roller coaster, he’d be strapped to a dialysis machine for four hours a day every other day. He couldn’t have too much liquid, since his body couldn’t get rid of it. No soup or ice cream or watermelon. No drinks with friends. Not even a Coke. Nothing salty because he wouldn’t be able to handle the sodium, nothing fried. He couldn’t do the thing I was doing right now, eating random appetizers and thinking nothing of it.


“Will his autoimmune disease damage his new kidney when he gets one?” I asked.


Zander shrugged. “We got it under control. Only about a ten percent chance of recurrence. He’ll have a normal life if he gets a donor. But I wouldn’t hold my breath.”


I went quiet for a long moment.


I thought about what Briana said, how her brother just wanted to be normal. I knew what it was like to have your life controlled by an outside factor. My anxiety was limiting too. But this? It had to be hard. Especially for such a young man.


What had I been doing at twenty-seven? I took that backpacking trip to Machu Picchu with Zander, went camping a lot. Things I took for granted. Things that wouldn’t be possible on dialysis, that’s for sure.


“He’s got a better chance of getting a deceased donor,” Zander continued. “But the organ won’t last as long, and they don’t take as well either. Higher chance of rejection. Ideally he’d get a living donor, but none of the family’s a match, and with his blood type …”


“What’s the recovery like for a living donor?” I asked.


“Not too bad. Couple of weeks. Why? You thinking about it?”


“I’ve always considered it after Mom.”


“Oh, yeah, I forgot about that,” Zander said. “That was—what? Twenty years ago now?”


I nodded. “Just about.”


Mom had lupus. She’d gone into kidney failure when I was in high school. Never got to the transplant list, though, because her best friend, Dorothy, stepped in and gave her one of hers. Mom was lucky. She never even had to do dialysis.


We were all kids at the time, so none of us could help, and Dad wasn’t a good candidate because of his high blood pressure.


I’d been deeply moved by the gesture.


“I always promised myself when I was old enough, I’d pay it forward,” I said.


“What’s your blood type?” Zander asked.


“O.”


He sat up a little straighter. “Universal donor.” He seemed to study me now. “Any health issues?”


I shook my head. “No.”


“Want me to set up the labs? Just to see? No commitment. The family won’t know.”


I thought about it for a moment.


What was the harm in seeing? I might not be a match in the end, and I could always say no.


I shrugged. “Okay. Sure.”
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‘Abby Jimenez's words sprinkle warmth and humour all over my life’

ALl HAZELWOOD





