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Chapter 1
@IsabelJenkinsMD: Got another medical myth to debunk for you today.
@IsabelJenkinsMD: Myth—humans only use 10% of our brains.
@IsabelJenkinsMD: This very inaccurate theory is most likely the result of some pseudo-psychologist from 1900 trying to employ motivational tactics.
@IsabelJenkinsMD: In his/her patients on the order of “it’s physically impossible for bees to fly” so let’s all be inspired to do the impossible.
@IsabelJenkinsMD: The bee flight issue has recently been clarified and there is now a scientific explanation.
“It’s diabetes.”
Justin taps his fingers on the receptionist’s desk outside the lab. “The kid’s been in the ER five minutes and you have a diagnosis? Bullshit.”
I flash Justin a grin so I can keep from grinding my teeth. I don’t hate him. That would require a level of caring that we never reached. I loathe him. Him and his smaller-than-average penis. “He’s been here at least an hour, especially if you factor in the time in the waiting room.”
“Why do you do that?” Justin snaps. “You know what I meant by five minutes. I know you did. You’re stalling because you don’t really have specific reasons to believe it’s diabetes. You’ve done some freakish statistics in your head and odds are in favor of diabetes.”
Idiot. “And this is exactly why physical intimacy is all we were ever good at.”
Justin’s eyebrows lift up. “Physical intimacy is all you were good at, Isabel.”
Okay, so that stings. Not because I care what that stupid prodigy thinks (though, if we’re getting technical, I started med school much younger than he did), but more that I’m secretly petrified he’s right and the label will haunt me wherever I go. But the intern mantra, “Show no fear,” plays in my head a few times, giving me a surge of confidence. “Oh, so you admit that I’m good in bed?”
A flicker of regret flashes across his face, but like me, he knows the mantra. “I don’t recall any beds being involved. Floors, yes. A couple of walls.”
A lab tech walks toward the front desk and stops when he sees us eagerly waiting. He snorts with laughter. “I bet the two of you would fork over some serious cash for the contents of this folder.”
I snap my fingers. “Hand it over. Now.”
“Ignore her, she has no people skills,” Justin says before turning to me, calm as anything. “A hundred bucks, the next three enemas, and a round of kindergarten booster shots on the line. Still going with diabetes?”
He should know better than to doubt me when it involves giving shots to kicking, screaming kindergarteners in the free clinic. “Yes. Are you still going with lower intestinal bacterial infection?”
The folder lands in Justin’s hand, but he continues to stare at me, not opening it. He plays this part of our game so well. It drives me nuts. I used to think it was sexy, but now I can’t stand him. Or his penis. The guy didn’t even start med school until he was nineteen. Some prodigy.
“There’s no family history of diabetes. The kid’s only been sick for five days,” Justin repeats, as if I don’t remember details of a patient exam that happened minutes ago. “He was in fucking Mexico last week!”
“Enough,” the lady behind the desk hisses at us. “If Dr. Rinehart knew you were betting money on a patient’s diagnosis, you’d both be written up.”
Everyone knows Justin and I play this game, but getting caught doing it by our boss is an entirely different thing. I lower my voice and snatch the folder from his hands. “Yeah, a posh all-inclusive resort where everything is imported from the States.”
I open the folder, scan the blood work numbers, and keep my face completely under control as I close it and pass it to Justin before walking off. I’m all the way to the ER doors before he comes jogging up behind me, the folder tucked under his arm. He pounds his palm against the button providing access to the ER.
“I was right, wasn’t I?” he says. “You did some statistics thing in your head.”
“Nope.”
“We both know you didn’t go with a gut feeling, because Isabel Jenkins only diagnoses with evidence.”
I stop in the middle of the hallway and spin around to face him. “There might not be a family history of diabetes, but there is a family history of B-cell autoimmunity.”
His face falls so fast, I almost feel guilty. Almost. “The uncle with lupus … shit, I didn’t even—”
“And the paternal grandfather with rheumatoid arthritis. And then on top of that, did you smell his breath? A kid who’s been barfing his guts out and not eating shouldn’t have fruity-smelling breath.” I pat him on the shoulder. “It’s all right. I’m sure those questions weren’t on the intern exam. You probably did just fine. The chief is going to have all kinds of residency options for you, what with all the county hospitals in major cities desperate for subpar surgeons who can perform operations for half the cost of those fancy private hospitals like Johns Hopkins.”
Okay, that was one step too far. It’s so hard to hold back the trash talk when Justin and I are in competition mode. He pushes me and I push him. It seems horrible, but we’re both better doctors because of our head-to-head battles. But maybe we do need to seek out a healthier method of increasing drive. That’s a goal I can add to my list for when I’m a resident at Johns Hopkins.
Justin shoves my hand off his shoulder. “Go screw yourself.”
I want to be pissed at Justin for not taking his loss like a man and being an idiot, but at the same time, I’m not an idiot. Which means I’m aware of how difficult I can be. If I could figure out what to do about it, I might change, because being the difficult one does get lonely and often comes with large doses of guilt. Which is probably how I ended up naked in a locked on-call room with said idiot (also naked).
After delivering the orders for treatment meds to the nurses’ station, we both have to walk together into the patient’s ER room, where our boss is waiting for lab results.
“It’s diabetes,” I say before she can ask.
Dr. Rinehart turns around and eyes me and Justin. Justin’s busy studying his shoes like a patient just bled out on top of them. Sore loser.
“Dr. Jenkins,” Rinehart says to me. “You have the lab results?” Her eyes flit in the direction of the fifteen-year-old kid in the hospital bed and his mom seated in the chair in the corner of the room.
I glance at them for a split second and then focus on my boss. “Yes, ma’am. It’s type one diabetes—”
“Diabetes?” the mom says, then she points at Justin. “He said it was probably food poisoning.”
“He was wrong.” The grin sneaks up on me for a second, but I smooth my mouth into a straight line again.
“Wait.” The kid pulls himself to a sitting position. “I have to, like, give myself shots and stuff? I hate needles.”
“Insulin,” I say. “You’ll need to regulate your body’s blood sugar levels.”
“For how long?” the kid and the mom both ask.
I stare at them blankly. Is that a real question, or is she being sarcastic? “Forever.”
The mom immediately bursts into tears. The kid snatches his cup of water and throws it across the room, splashing the clean white walls.
Dr. Rinehart opens her mouth to speak, her eyes narrowing at me. “Dr. Jenkins, perhaps you should backtrack a little, start with how you came to this diagnosis.”
I take a good five minutes to go through each symptom presented and how it connects to the diagnosis, and then I move on to the family history connection. By the time I finish my report, Dr. Rinehart is rubbing her temples and a nurse is hooking up the insulin pump I ordered for the patient right before coming in here to deliver the news.
“I’m not doing it!” the kid shouts at the nurse, fighting her, not allowing another needle to enter his body. “This is fucking bullshit! None of you know what the hell you’re doing!”
My gaze sweeps the room, taking everything in—the sobbing mom, the adolescent with the flailing arms. Jesus Christ, these people are dramatic. “He’s going to be okay, you know?”
The mom points at her kid. “Does this look like okay to you? He’s sick, and you’re telling me he’s gonna be sick forever. We came here so you could make him better.”
“He’s alive,” I point out. “He’s not dying. Diabetes is manageable.”
“Get her out of here,” the mom shouts to Rinehart. “I don’t want her anywhere near my son.”
I expect Rinehart to defend me, but instead she turns to Justin. “Dr. Martin, I’d like you to get the patient admitted to the pediatric floor, talk the family through the next few steps and let them know what they can expect to see with their son’s health, and then call up our support group specialist.”
“Yes, Dr. Rinehart,” Justin says.
I clamp my teeth together, my jaw tense with words of protest. As soon as we’re outside the room, heading down the hall, my mouth opens again. “You’re leaving them in Justin’s hands? He completely missed the family history and odor in the kid’s mouth.”
“I realize that,” Rinehart says. “But Dr. Martin is only human. He missed something and you caught it. The patient will receive appropriate treatment. His case is nonsurgical, so after he’s admitted we’re all done. Besides, the blood work would have provided the answers we needed regardless of whatever game the two of you were playing before we got the results.”
Dr. Rinehart was the lucky doctor assigned to supervise the youngest medical interns in the history of the University of Chicago Medical Center. And I have to admit, she does have unending patience. It can’t be an easy job.
I’m dismissed with the wave of a hand, and then a nurse drops a stack of charts into my arms. I sigh and begin sifting through them, screening them for Rinehart to review later. An intern from another team breezes past me saying, “O’Reilly wants you in his office, stat.”
I straighten up. “Did he say why?” My heart is now drumming twenty extra beats per minute. There’s only one reason for the chief of surgery to call me into his office today.
My residency assignment.
The girl shrugs and then gives me a patronizing look. “Come on, Isabel, you know you got Johns Hopkins. There’s no way they’d let any other hospital snatch you up.”
A surge of confidence floods through me. I take the stairs two at a time up to the ninth floor, reciting the stats I’ve come up with to mathematically predict which residency program is most likely to accept me. It’s always been Johns Hopkins. That’s where my dad completed his cardiothoracic surgical residency. And that’s where I plan to be in a couple of weeks.
When I arrive at O’Reilly’s office, the door is open and my dad’s occupying one of the chairs across from the desk, his white lab coat hanging off the side. Why is he here? This must be good news, and the chief wants Dad to share the moment with me.
O’Reilly looks at me, his face unreadable. “Have a seat, Isabel.”
I toss my long brown hair over one shoulder and tuck my coat neatly under me as I sit.
O’Reilly’s forehead wrinkles and he tosses a manila folder onto his desk, opening it and revealing a stack of pink pages. “I’ll get right to the point, Isabel. You haven’t been accepted into a residency spot at this hospital—”
“I understand completely.” Johns Hopkins, Johns Hopkins, Johns Hopkins. It’s so close I can taste the Baltimore crime-capital air.
Dr. O’Reilly’s gaze zooms in on mine. “You’re not accepted into any residency program.”
I stare at him, my jaw slack, mouth hanging open. “Wait … what?” From the corner of my eye, I can see that Dad hasn’t moved or reacted. He’s staring down at his hands. Did he already know?
“Your score on the emotional readiness portion of the exam wasn’t high enough to grant you a license to practice medicine without supervision,” O’Reilly explains, his voice flat.
Emotional readiness exam? “You mean that psych evaluation you made me and Justin take?”
“Yes, that would be the one. And scoring in the adequate range is a condition you and Dr. Martin agreed on when I allowed you into this surgical program despite your age,” he says, even though he’s fully aware of my inability to forget facts and details like these.
What the hell was wrong with my answers? I play back every bit of the hour-and-a-half-long session with the psychologist and find nothing I said that would make her deem me incapable of handling the job.
“The consensus among all the hospitals that considered you for residency programs is that you don’t have the ability to see consequences, to understand the impact your actions have on others, and though we have no incident to report of you making a poor medical decision in regard to a patient—”
“Exactly,” I interrupt.
“—it’s still a big risk none of the programs, including this hospital, are willing to take,” O’Reilly finishes. “You would be in charge of interns, overseeing their education. You’re not ready for that, Isabel. You’re eighteen years old.”
“Eighteen and three-quarters.” My chest is tightening. I can’t breathe. No, I’m breathing. But struggling.
“Given your age and short trip through med school, there was always a chance you wouldn’t be ready for this next step.”
A chance, yeah. But I never thought it would happen. “That’s it? I’m done? I can’t be a doctor? Why the hell did you let me get this far if I couldn’t keep going?”
Dad wraps his arms around my shoulders. “It’s all right, honey. Take a breath.”
I inhale and exhale slowly before lifting my eyes to look at O’Reilly again. “Is this because of what happened today? The diabetes kid?”
“Just got that complaint in.” He points to a stack of pink papers. “That’s just one of many similar reports.”
“Does it say anywhere in that report that Justin wanted to diagnose him with food poisoning? Please tell me he didn’t get into any programs, either.” O’Reilly looks down at his hands.
“He did, didn’t he?” I shake my head. “God, that’s fucked up.”
“Isabel,” Dad warns, releasing me and turning his attention to his boss. “What are her options, then? Another year as an intern?”
“This hospital has already filled its intern quota for the fall,” he says. “You can apply to other programs, but I’m sure it would be the same situation. I can recommend her for a position in lab research. There are a number of facilities in the Chicago area—”
“I’m a surgeon. I’m not going to work in some lab, cutting up rodents.” I shake my head in protest. “I’m the best intern at this hospital and you know it.”
“You’re the most knowledgeable intern in the surgical program,” O’Reilly agrees. “But there’s a lot more to being a doctor than knowledge and diagnostic ability. Your practical surgical skills are above average, but not the best.” O’Reilly leans back in his chair, drumming his fingers together. “Perhaps this is simply an issue of lacking typical life experiences for someone your age. At least that’s one of the theories Dr. James presented in her evaluation. She pointed out that the majority of eighteen-year-olds are either just beginning college or starting out in the work world and have no real concept of their long-term plans. Dr. James believes your certainty may be a mask for avoidance of important age-related milestones.”
What a bunch of bullshit. Even O’Reilly doesn’t sound like he believes any of that. I scowl at the memory of the pinched face, pressed pants suit, and perfectly in-place hair that came with Dr. Winifred James, Ph.D. She doesn’t even have a real medical degree.
“I’ve spoken to the AMA,” O’Reilly adds, obviously uncomfortable with the topic of female adolescent milestones, “and they’ll allow you to retake the emotional readiness test, but not before at least six months have passed. That gives you a little downtime to do some thinking and experiencing.”
“What am I supposed to do for six months?” My whole life I’ve been on the fast track, never waiting for those age-related milestones. I’ve never had downtime. I’m not even sure I know what it means.
O’Reilly and Dad drone on about options for me and my destroyed future, but I can’t listen. All I can do is think about that stupid psych evaluation and getting my hands on it. Dr. Winifred James, Ph.D., what else did you write about me? I need to know where I went wrong. I need to know how to pass next time. But getting hold of it would be completely illegal and require a great deal of hacking—something I’m fortunately very capable of.
My devious and illegal planning is interrupted by O’Reilly’s secretary poking her head into the office. “Dr. Jenkins?”
“Yes?” Dad and I both say, twisting around in our chairs. I’m sure he’s replaying his patient list for today in his head like me, attempting to guess who might have taken a turn for the worse or be in need of further consultation.
“This Dr. Jenkins,” she says, pointing at me. “You have a speaking engagement in thirty minutes?”
I groan, remembering. “Fuck,” I mumble, but not low enough to avoid being heard. I stand up and wiggle my chair back into place. I’m only an intern for a few more weeks, so what will O’Reilly do if I skip out on this stupid task?
Dad looks like he wants to say something more, but I wave him off and bolt out of there. I don’t want to hear any patronizing speeches about everything turning out okay.
And to add an extra blow to my day, I have to face Justin and the smirk he’s wearing right now. He knows. How the hell does he know already?
I squeeze my eyes shut for a moment and take a deep breath before approaching him. Justin holds out a wad of twenty-dollar bills.
“Who told you?” I say, staring down at the money.
He shrugs. “Word gets around. And no, I’m not going to say I’m sorry you flunked your test, if that’s what you’re thinking.”
“We both know you’re not sorry.” I glare at him. “Put your fucking money away. I don’t want it.”
He has to jog to keep up with my brisk pace. “What are you gonna do now? Where are you going to go?”
My fist pounds against the elevator button. “Somewhere you’re not.”
“Well, I’ll be here, so …” His grin broadens.
It’s hard to keep the shock from my face. As the elevator doors open, I reach over and snatch the money from his hand. “On second thought, I’ll take the cash.”
“You’re right.” He leans against the elevator wall. “I’m not sorry you failed, Izzy. And it’s quite possible I hope you fail in your next somewhere-that-isn’t-here location.”
I can’t freakin’ believe O’Reilly’s giving him a resident position in this hospital. My dad’s home base. My second home, practically. My stomach sinks, replaying every piece of the conversation I’ve just walked out on. My body has physical aches at the thought of this failure, of my lack of direction. What the hell am I supposed to do now?
I’ve been around this campus and university hospital since I was twelve years old. Leaving this and moving to Baltimore wouldn’t have been easy (though I’d gladly accept the challenge), especially not for someone like me, who places a lot of value on staying in the same spot for long periods of time. I’ve lived in Evanston with my parents since I was five, but there’s still that fear that something might happen and I might go back to not having a permanent home, like when I was with eight different foster families during the first five years of my life. It was so lonely it hurts to think about. In fact, I haven’t let myself think about this in years.
But right now I feel a hollow emptiness that comes with having my life thrown off track. It’s no different than when I was floating between foster homes—I wasn’t good enough for the last family, or the one before that. And now I’m not good enough to be allowed to practice medicine on my own.


Chapter 2
@IsabelJenkinsMD: Will be MIA from the Chicago area until December. Taking some downtime to do something completely new …
A few years from now, when I look back at this moment, I think I’m gonna be asking myself how the hell I went from eighteen-hour shifts at a top hospital, scrubbing in on heart surgeries and brain tumor removals, to living in a college dormitory at a subpar university, taking classes that begin with course numbers like 101 and 102.
It’s good to step out of your comfort zone. That’s what my mom said. She’s a high school biology teacher and therefore constantly using phrases like that, as well as others like acting out or making bad choices. When I told my dad my plan to have a normal college experience, he went on about his frat brothers and the parties they had. But he never really said whether he agrees with my choice or not. Oh well, too late now.
I’m Izzy Jenkins, regular freshman, on move-in day. I repeat this several more times while navigating my way through this very corn-infested town. I’ve never been Izzy. Always Isabel. But I figured the new name might help shake off some of my old self.
And who knows? This could be fun and life-changing. I’ve spent the past month studying fashion trends and making sure I have a wardrobe that will help me blend in well with my peers. It wasn’t too difficult a task—it’s not like I’m a fashion failure to begin with. But being a medical intern for the previous school year meant I had clothing items that were more functional than cute.
I pull up to the circle drive of Lincoln Hall and take a deep breath, scanning for an open parking spot. Minivans and SUVs are jammed into every inch of available space, parents hustling around, carting boxes and things like underbed storage bins. It’s like ants flocking to a fallen french fry. Someone honks at me from behind and I’m forced to circle the building five times before a gray minivan finally pulls out and provides a space large enough for my compact car to slip into before anyone else can.
I put the car in park and grab my phone to call my mom. “I made it.”
“How is it? Have you met your roommate yet? Any cute boys?”
I glance out my window, taking in the chaotic atmosphere and the young people in matching T-shirts holding clipboards and attempting to direct students to the appropriate locations. “I’m sitting in my car in the circle drive. You told me to call you when I got here, so I did.”
Mom laughs. “You’re right, I did say that. You sound nervous. Are you nervous?”
My stomach is doing flip-flops, so I know the answer to this question is yes, but I’m afraid my parents will think I can’t handle this. I might have spent plenty of time in college already, but I’ve never lived in the dorms or done anything that fell into the “student life” category. I was still a kid then. But I’d rather have them worry about themselves than me and my weird plan to be normal.
“Yeah, Mom, I’m nervous.” I suck at lying. This whole normal-girl façade might be an epic fail. “I’m gonna go move in, okay?”
“Okay, hon, call me in a couple hours.”
After hanging up, I give one last glance at my phone like it’s my parents waving goodbye, which they did two hours ago before I drove from Evanston, Illinois, to DeKalb, Illinois.
I’m balancing two boxes I’ve just plucked from my trunk when a tall guy with dark wavy hair and bright orange flip-flops abandons the parents he was talking to and approaches me. “I’m not supposed to let you leave your car unattended. The circle drive is for loading and unloading only.”
Since he’s the epitome of physical attractiveness—impressive musculature, above-average height, good bone structure, attractive facial features—my defenses are already up. I drop the boxes onto the sidewalk with a loud thud. It’s noon, and the late August temperature is already causing sweat to pool between my boobs. I cross my arms and stare at the guy with the impractical footwear. “I’m here alone. What do you propose I do? Head back to Evanston and forget this whole college thing? Because we both know the assigned parking for students is a mile away and I can’t exactly make twenty trips back and forth before classes start tomorrow.”
His eyebrows shoot up and he looks me over carefully. “Isabel Jenkins, right?”
“You know my name?” My face heats up, my heart pounding. I reach for the car keys in my pocket. “Okay, maybe I am going back home.” I pop the trunk and bend over to grab the boxes off the sidewalk, preparing to toss them back in. There’s no point in staying if I’ve been outed already. Maybe I could try Eastern Illinois University. They don’t start the fall semester until next week.
I glance at the guy’s shirt pronouncing his status as resident advisor. His name tag reads MARSHALL COLLINS.
“I have an Isabel Jenkins on the RA list for my floor and your license plate says I-JENKINS,” Marshall explains. There’s an urgency in his voice, like he’s going to be in trouble with the residential life office if I get in my car and drive away. After glancing over his shoulder at the line of parents and students obviously waiting to bug him with questions, he whips out a handicap placard from his back pocket, opens the passenger door, clips it on my rearview mirror, and turns to me with a big grin. “That should hold off the tow trucks.” He nods toward the door to the residence hall. “Let’s get you moved in, Isabel.”
“Izzy,” I correct. The name shift has already become automatic.
I’m frozen for a long moment, sifting through my options and thinking how wrong it is to misuse a handicap placard, then I decide it must be the kind of thing normal eighteen-year-olds do. Plus I do have my own personal history of illegal behaviors. Finally I hold out my hand. “Thanks for helping, Marshall.”
He stares at my hand before deciding to shake it. “Marsh.”
“Your name tag says Marshall.”
He picks up a box, stacks another one on top, and starts walking toward the doors. “And your registration says Isabel.”
Good point.
I grab an armload of stuff from the trunk and follow him. Marsh leads me inside and into a jam-packed elevator. I’m silent on the ride up to the second floor, listening to Marshall recite names of other advisors on the third and fourth floors to everyone who asks for help but who isn’t listed on his clipboard. After we exit, he stops in front of a door right across from the elevator and then swings it open. There’s a full-sized bed in the center of the room, a wooden dresser, and a desk.
“Get comfortable with knocking on my door, because that’s what I’m here for.” His tone right now reminds me a little of the way professors and TAs spoke to me when I first started college. It definitely feels artificial, but at the same time it’s also genuine. Makes me wonder who he is when he’s not the RA.
“I just need to get your room keys,” Marshall adds.
I set my stuff on his bed while he sorts through a pile of keys lying on his desk. “So I guess it makes sense that you knew my name. You get a list of names in advance. How many could it be? I’m sure it’s not easy for you to memorize all of them.”
“I’m in charge of twelve rooms on this floor, so twenty-four students.” He turns to me, holding out a silver ring with two gold keys dangling from it. “And I’m sure it’s easy for you to memorize twenty-four names.”
Oh, shit, he does know me. My cheeks are hot again, and I’m already backing up toward the exit. “Was it Dr. Phil?” I ask. “You saw the show, right?”
A couple of years ago I reluctantly participated in a segment on highly gifted children who had skipped grades in school. I had headlined the episode since I pretty much skipped all the grades in school. I went to kindergarten for a week and drove my teacher nuts, then my mom home-schooled me for a couple of years until I started the Stanford University online high school. Then college at twelve. Dr. Phil had a field day with that.
Marshall grins and shakes his head. I watch as he pulls out his desk chair and takes a seat like there aren’t dozens of freshmen and their parents outside this room requiring his attention. “I had your mom for biology junior year of high school.”
And there’s my answer. My mom keeps a picture of me on her desk at school. I would have been much younger in whatever picture Marshall saw, but still recognizable. I lean my back against the wall beside the door and let my face drop into my hands. “God, this is impossible.”
“What’s impossible?” he asks. “I doubt anything this university can throw at you will be impossible. Aren’t you, like, a doctor already? What are you even doing here?”
Good question, Marshall Collins. Maybe you’re a genius, too.
“Being someone else, that’s what’s impossible,” I snap. “What are the odds that I’d get assigned to the one RA in this university of eighteen thousand four hundred and twelve students who is from my hometown and had my mom as a teacher?”
“Don’t know.” He shrugs. “I’m sure you could come up with better stats then me.”
I uncover my face. “Probably somewhere around one in four hundred thousand, factoring in the number of students who use campus housing and the population of Evanston—”
“Okay, okay,” Marshall says with a groan. “I didn’t actually mean for you to answer that.”
I bite my lip. “Right, I knew that.”
He pushes up to his feet again and places the keys in my hand. “Trust me when I say that no one here is going to recognize you from Dr. Phil or whatever.”
“But you know,” I point out. I also take note of the fact that his artificial RA tone has a tendency to fade in and out.
Marshall rolls his eyes. “Your secret is safe with me, Izzy Jenkins.”
I scoop my stuff up from the bed and let out a sigh of relief. “I’m trying to make up for missed experiences, you know? Think I’ll be able to blend in? Make some friends, maybe?”
God, why am I asking him this? I might as well plaster INSECURE GEEK to my forehead. Before he can answer I add, “Ignore me. I’m not good at this small-talk stuff. Give me a lab coat and sit on an exam table and I’ll know exactly what to say.”
His eyebrows shoot up. “You’re about ten seconds from asking me to drop my pants, aren’t you?”
Shit. That statement was full of innuendos. I squeeze my eyes shut for a second and inhale. “I didn’t mean it that way.”
“Neither did I,” he says. “I was fully prepared to keep this relationship professional, considering my position of authority. Now you’ve gone and made it all NC-17.”
I give him a smack on the arm, but I can’t stop myself from laughing.
“And to answer your question about your potential for finding companionship at this fine university, I’d say the odds are in your favor,” Marshall says. “Pretty, and smart enough to commit crimes without leaving any forensic evidence—you’re like a lethal weapon. We should warn all the males on this floor.”
What an ass-kisser. I roll my eyes and try to hide the fact that I’m blushing while Marshall leads me back out into the hallway.
We walk past three other doors before stopping in front of my room. “If you’re an RA, then I’m guessing you’re not a freshman.”
“Smart girl.” He grins while opening the door for me. “Junior.”
“What’s your major?”
“Pre-med,” he says with a perfectly straight face, then his mouth twitches again, forming a crooked smile. “Kidding. Physical education major.”
“Me too! Well, not like in the teacher sense. I’m working on my physical fitness and my hand-eye coordination. My left side is seven percent more efficient than my right.…” The room distracts me from elaborating further. It’s tiny. A twin-sized bed on each side, with a dresser and a desk crammed at the end of each bed. Everything is clean and empty. “Guess my roommate’s not here yet?”
“Correct.” Marshall drops the boxes onto the floor. “That means you get first pick of beds.”
I immediately point to the left side. “Do you know who she is? My roommate?”
“Kelsey Long, cheerleader, psych major, African American,” he rattles off.
My eyebrows shoot up. “You can’t memorize twenty-four names but you can remember that?”
He laughs. “She’s a sophomore. We both lived here last year.”
I open my mouth to ask more questions about this mysterious girl I’ll be living with all semester, but Marshall nods toward the door. “I better get back out there to direct traffic before someone turns me in. Let me know if you need any more help.” He winks at me and then adds, “Student relations is a specialty of mine.”
Oh, I bet it is. “Thanks, Marshall—I mean Marsh.”
“You’re welcome, Izzy-who’s-never-been-to-college-and-can’t-do-really-complicated-mathematical-equations.”
“So you did see Dr. Phil!” I accuse, shouting at his back as he jogs out of the room. When he’s out of sight, I retrieve my phone from the pocket of my jean shorts and call my mom again—I want to pick her brain for information.
“What’s wrong, honey? Did you find your room okay?”
“Yes, that’s all fine,” I say. “Do you remember Marshall Collins? He was a student of yours.”
“Cute kid, wavy hair … always cool, casual, and rumpled, like he just rolled out of bed, threw on a T-shirt and flip-flops, and walked out the door?”
“Yep, that sounds about right. Only cute has evolved into insanely hot, probably as a result of the final stage of puberty, which in males often happens between the ages of seventeen and nineteen. I’d guess he’s about twenty now.”
“Leave it to my Isabel to insert the phrase final stage of puberty into what could have been a great cute-boy gossip session,” Mom says. “So why are we talking about him? Is he a student?”
“He’s my RA. And I’m not sure insanely hot is right for me anyway. Looks are highly overrated. I did a six-week geriatric rotation, remember? I’ve seen what we all become eventually—wrinkled with saggy boobs and permanently flaccid male anatomy.”
“Oh boy, your RA, huh?” Mom says, ignoring the last part of my comment. “Does that ruin your little plan?”
“My little plan? You make it sound like I’m having a tea party with my stuffed animals. But no, it doesn’t ruin my plan. He’s just one person.” I relay the conversation to her word for word.
“You know he wears those flip-flops and shorts all winter, too,” she adds. “It’s like the boy forgot he lived in Evanston and not on the beach in California or something.”
“Is that all you remember about him?” Yes, I know I have no reason to dig for details, but what if I need a reason later? Isn’t it better to have and not need than the other way around?
“All my past classes tend to blend together. I think he missed a lot of school, but I’m not sure why. Don’t think he was a skipper, but then again, he barely pulled a C if I remember right.”
I hear footsteps outside the door and then Marshall’s voice fills the hallway as he gives the my-door-is-always-open speech to a pair of freshman guys. “That’s all I needed, Mom. I’ll talk to you later, okay?”
There’s just enough time to tuck my phone into my pocket before Marshall’s poking his head into my room. “Want to meet your neighbors?” He flashes that infectious grin again, and I have no choice but to nod. The two boys get shoved inside the perimeter of my room. One is blond and stocky, the other taller and part Asian.
“This guy is Evan.” Marshall taps the blond’s head, then moves his hand to the other guy’s head. “And his roommate, Yoshi.”
I lift a hand and give a little wave. “Izzy Jenkins.”
Both of them simultaneously do the roaming-gaze move that Marshall did on me outside right before he put two and two together. My stomach flutters with panic, my face heating up yet again. My thoughts tumble together trying to form a distraction of some kind. Finally my gaze rests on a cold sore at the corner of Evan’s mouth. Before I can stop myself, I’m lifting my finger and pointing at it. “You should really get something for that sore. They’re contagious.”
Evan’s mouth falls open in shock, Yoshi snorts back a laugh, and I know I’ve said the wrong thing. Shit. Yoshi smacks Evan on the chest, “Dude, she just told you to take care of your herpes.”
My gaze moves to Marshall, whose eyes are wide. “Abreva is the best product to treat herpes simplex virus type one,” I add as if Dr. Rinehart, my old boss, were here asking me about the best course of treatment.
“Oh, look!” Marshall says, pointing to something in the hallway. “I see two moms waiting for their weepy goodbye. Better hurry and get it over with.”
The boys shuffle out quickly, neither saying anything else to me. Marshall turns his attention back to me. “Well, I think you dodged those two bullets, huh? I mean, they are from Wilmette, so I can’t say I blame you. But most girls just glare if they’re not interested in a guy. Disease diagnoses might be better reserved for extreme situations.”
Sarcasm is often lost on me and I have to have the point clarified later on, but this time it’s not. And God, I hate this introduction phase. It’s like being under the gun in the worst way. Like being onstage at the Dr. Phil show—racing heart, churning stomach, loss of appetite, sweaty palms, and no physical reason for these symptoms other than my body’s increased adrenaline production. Nothing throws me off my game more than psychological explanations for physiological reactions. Too much gray, non-scientific area for me.
“Marshmallow!”
Before I can think up a reply to Marshall, a petite dark-skinned girl is pushing her way into the room dragging a suitcase and a full black garbage bag. She tosses the items onto the empty bed and then literally jumps into Marshall’s arms, wrapping her legs around him. I back up toward the window, already uncomfortable with the intimacy of this reunion. She’s beautiful. He’s beautiful. Are they together? Why do I even care?
Justin’s words come back to me: Physical intimacy is all you were good at. I know that the last thing I need is some hot guy confusing me on the difference between physical attraction and emotional connection. If I’m going to dabble with the opposite sex, I need to surround myself with guys who are less hot. And I need to date. Like out in the open, not ripping each other’s clothes off behind the locked door of the on-call room or in the confines of a professor’s office.
Marshall doesn’t even stagger when Kelsey launches herself into his arms. His forearms flex, revealing some nice muscle definition. Kelsey’s feet are quickly on the floor again, and she releases him in order to give him the once-over. “Look at you, Mr. Strong Man.” She squeezes his biceps and then raises his T-shirt halfway, revealing his well-sculpted abs before giving him a light punch in the gut. “What have you been doing all summer, boy?”
Marshall leans back against the open door, puffing his chest out. “You know, weights, ’roids, more ’roids.”
Anabolic steroids? I look him over more carefully—he might have obvious muscle definition, but he’s still lean, not bulky, no bulging veins in his neck, no early five o’clock shadow, no abnormal development of male breast tissue, no acne or bad breath. And between our first encounter and the conversation in his room, I would’ve noticed these things. He’s kind of perfect-looking, actually. From a medical standpoint.
Kelsey laughs and walks over to her bed, flinging open her suitcase. Finally she turns her gaze to me. “Roommate, right?”
“Izzy,” I manage to croak out.
“Kelsey,” she says. “And I’d love to tell you this is going to be an awesome semester, but now the most fun person in the entire building has gone to the dark side.”
“Come on,” Marshall says. “You know how much money I’m saving being an RA. Plus I get all these keys.” He removes his key chain from his pocket and dangles it in the air.
Kelsey shakes her head. “Boys and their keys.” She looks at me again. “You know why we call him Marshmallow?”
“Why you call me Marshmallow,” Marshall corrects. “Everyone else thinks it’s stupid.”
“Well, I think RAs are stupid,” Kelsey snaps, fishing through her bag. “Anyway, Izzy, you know the myth of the freshman fifteen?”
“I’ve heard of it,” I say.
“This guy did the opposite last year. Instead of gaining weight on unlimited dining-hall food and midnight pizzas, he shriveled up to nothing. So I called him Marshmallow since he was all bony and skinny.”
Um, yeah … makes perfect sense.
“I’d like to point out that I was a sophomore last year, therefore the freshman fifteen could not apply.” Marshall pushes off the door and turns to face me. “Also, I’m picky. I only like my mommy’s cooking.”
My gaze drifts up and down him again. I can’t imagine him bony and scrawny. I can, however, imagine all kinds of other things having to do with Marshall Collins.
Kelsey catches my attention again by flinging off her shirt, revealing a black sports bra. Then she drops her jean shorts to the floor and stands there in her bra and black panties. Marshall slaps a hand over his eyes. “Kelsey. Boundaries.”
“Jesus Christ. You’re taking this RA thing seriously, aren’t you? Damn you, Marshall.” She snatches up a pair of black cotton shorts, slides them on, then tucks white sneakers under one arm. “I’d beat some sense into you, but I’m late for practice. You never had any issues with naked girls in your line of sight last semester.” She uses her free hand to squeeze his cheeks, forcing him to make a fish face. Then she kisses him right on the mouth.
“Kelsey! Cut it out.” Marshall wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. His tone is angry, but he’s laughing.
“Can’t help myself. You’re adorable, and now you’re all hot and sexy, too.” Kelsey squeezes his cheeks again and turns to me. “He’s, like, the world’s greatest kisser. Perfect technique. Get a few drinks in him and he’ll have no problem showing off for you. We’ll do roommate stuff later, okay? Don’t let this boy fool you into thinking he’s responsible. There’s a party animal behind all that bullshit RA training.”
I think my face is going to remain the color of a tomato forever. Well, not forever, because that’s scientifically impossible.
My new roommate bounces out of the room, and Marshall throws a sheepish grin my way. “Forgot to mention her issue with respecting boundaries and personal space. Her words, not mine. Guess those psych classes last year were pretty useful for self-diagnosis.”
I have no idea what to say to that or to the comment about him being the world’s greatest kisser, so I just nod. Realizing I haven’t spoken a word in several minutes, I add, “I better finish unloading so you can have your handicap placard back.”
“Right,” he says. “If you happen to see a short, fat bald dude, make sure he sees you limp or something.”
Oh, great. Potential fraud charges. The real college experience is awesome so far. Huh … maybe I can do sarcasm.
“Izzy?” Marshall says, turning around after getting a foot into the hallway. “Those dudes next door? Totally not your type. Trust me. As a junior, I can read freshman boys like that.” He snaps his fingers. “Let me know if any of them get out of line. I’ll take care of it.”
I crack a smile. To say Marshall is charming is an understatement. He’s obviously done the advanced-level course in the science of flirting. “I think I did a good job scaring them off.”
“True.” He turns back around, then calls over his shoulder, “Remember, my door’s always open.”
Oh, I’m sure that won’t escape my memory.


Chapter 3
The second-floor common room consists of several uncomfortable couches, a flat-screen TV, a mini kitchen, and a dartboard. Eighteen male and female freshmen are currently squeezed into this room preparing for our freshmen-only floor meeting. Apparently my roommate is one of the few non-freshmen to move in today, and that’s because she’s a university athlete and has practices to attend.
Marshall still has that clipboard clutched in one hand like it’s proof of his authoritative role. There’s a tall skinny girl with large black glasses standing beside him wearing an identical shirt. The girl claps her hands together, getting everyone’s attention. “I’m Becca, and this is my senior year. I was an RA last year and I signed up again this year because I absolutely love my job. I love getting to know all my residents on the south end of floor two … Go floor two!”
When nobody joins Becca’s cheer, Marshall takes over. “And I’m Marsh. The north end is my area, and I’m new to this job, so give me some time to screw up and figure it all out.”
“I can see everyone is still feeling that awkward I’m-new-in-a-new-place insecurity,” Becca says. “Marsh and I are going to lead you guys in some super-fun games so we all get to know each other. We’ll be BFFs in no time.”
I sit uncomfortably between two girls who keep leaning over me to whisper about how hot Marshall is; they’re also talking about those two guys he introduced me to earlier and two other guys I haven’t met yet. The commentary continues while the activity is explained.
Too bad RAs are off-limits, especially for hookups.
And he’s got that full-sized bed in his single room, plenty of space for two.
I saw that! I think he caught me staring at the bed when I was in there getting my keys.
That Yoshi guy is hot, don’t you think?
I’ve heard Asian guys have small you-know-whats.
I roll my eyes after that last comment and glance around for an empty space to move to. If they can’t manage to use the word penis, then they shouldn’t be talking about other people’s sexual anatomy. Especially not in a manner that includes racial stereotyping. I thought this was a liberal university.
Except the girl who made that comment is also Asian, so does that count as a racial stereotype? She’s also completely gorgeous. I catch two guys and one girl gawking at her, though she appears to be oblivious. Hmm … or maybe that’s what you’re supposed to do? Pretend not to notice those kinds of looks? But do you pretend not to notice if you’re interested or if you’re not interested? Or both?
“Izzy!”
I shake my head, refocusing on this orientation activity. Marshall is walking toward me, holding out a hand. “I need your help with this game.”
Why? Am I solving equations or something? That would probably be easier than whatever they have planned. Marshall leads me to where he was standing, spinning me around to face the group.
“I don’t have a blindfold. Well, I did, but then it got lost.” He shifts to stand behind me and places a hand over my eyes.
“Um … okay,” I hear Becca say, a trace of hesitancy in her voice, “I suppose that’s one method of blindfolding.”
Marshall’s hands are big, covering my eyes easily. His palms are rough and callused, but his fingertips feel soft against my temple.
“Many of us enter college bringing items with us, but not in the physical sense,” Becca explains.
What the hell is she talking about? Virtual items?
“Stereotypes,” she says after a dramatic pause. “We’ve all been limited in our exposure to differences, and we enter college with certain thoughts about one another even before we take the time to learn about each other.”
“Nothing about that statement made sense,” I whisper to Marshall.
He leans down, his breath landing on my ear and sending my heart into a sprint. “We only have one game planned and we’re supposed to have three, so I think she’s throwing in extra words to kill time.”
I bite my lip to keep from laughing.
“What we’re going to do now, with Izzy,” Becca says, “is have each of you exchange your resident questionnaire with someone else and then read one of their items from that person’s list of favorites. Izzy is going to guess, based on that statement, whether the author is male or female, an athlete or not, and a night owl or an early riser. Then the real writer can reveal him- or herself to the room and we’ll see with our own eyes how wrong first impressions can be. Who’s first?”
“No peeking,” Marshall whispers, and I swear he’s making excuses to lean down and breathe on my ear. This is already awkward without some guy turning me on in front of nearly twenty of my peers.
“My favorite food is …”
I’m not paying attention to whoever’s reading because logic has finally caught up. “Something is not right about this game,” I whisper, turning my head slightly toward Marshall. “Why am I blindfolded if the author’s identity is already concealed?”
He’s close enough behind me that I feel his body shaking with laughter. “Between you and me, Becca is not very bright. There seems to be something missing in all of her games. And she had to be in charge. Wouldn’t let me near her orientation planner. You know, ’cause she’s a veteran RA.”
“Izzy,” Becca prompts, “male or female?”
“Favorite food, french fries,” Marshall whispers. “Girl.”
“Female,” I say.
While Becca is busy searching for the author of that brilliant piece of information, Marshall says, “Not just a girl, a skinny girl.”
“How do you know? Lots of people eat french fries.”
“Skinny girls like to claim they can eat anything and it’s not their fault they have a slimmer waist than their friends or whatever.”
My forehead wrinkles. “That makes no sense.”
But this game continues, and while I have no clue how to tell if loving vanilla bean ice cream means that the statement was written by a male or a female, Marshall continues to guess correctly. Plus I really enjoy him whispering in my ear every few seconds. Finally my eyes get uncovered and I can see that Becca is flustered. I don’t think this game really accomplished what she’d wanted. I’m not sure it accomplished anything. Nor do I really feel like I know my fellow floormates any better. I return to my seat, and Becca redeems herself by reciting the dos and don’ts of dining-hall food, giving inside information regarding when the name of a menu item is code for it being yesterday’s leftovers concealed in a new package. Everyone seems to find that useful, including me. Maybe she’s trying too hard to get people to think she’s fun instead of accepting that “being fun” may not be what she was meant to contribute to society.
After we’re dismissed and told we should all attend the hall mixer tonight so we can mingle with people from the other floors, I hang back for a minute, intentionally making a task out of organizing my informational handouts, hoping to walk back with Marshall since I don’t really know anyone else.
“You can’t do that stuff,” I hear Becca say, speaking urgently to Marshall.
“What stuff?”
“Getting frisky with the residents.” She sounds like she’s mashed her teeth together and is trying to speak through them. “It’ll only make your job more difficult. The other residents will assume you’re playing favorites, or maybe one of them will get ticked off at you and claim sexual harassment. You’re putting yourself at risk.”
“I was just being nice,” Marshall says, sounding genuinely concerned.
I’ve heard more than enough. I scoot out of there quick and head for my room, my cheeks flaming. I thought he was flirting with me. Maybe he was but didn’t realize it. Either way, Marshall Collins is a bit too skilled in this area for my taste. If I’m going to tackle any kind of real relationship, I want someone who can stumble through it with me. I’m not good at being behind.
But damn, that voice in my ear, that hand over my eyes, and the heat of him behind me … My back feels ice cold now. And to think that probably would have never happened if Becca had half a brain. Her game may have made no sense at all, but it gave Marshall the chance to “get frisky” with me.
I spot Evan and Yoshi in the hall near my room. I give them a little wave and say, “Hey.” Both guys avoid eye contact with me, look at each other, and then shuffle into their own room.
My face burns from blushing. This is not going well.


Chapter 4
@IsabelJenkinsMD: So even though I’m having downtime, I haven’t forgotten the importance of debunking medical myths.
@IsabelJenkinsMD: Myth—shaving causes hair to grow back faster.
@IsabelJenkinsMD: This is just an illusion. You get used to your smooth legs or face and the smallest bit of hair growth is more noticeable.
@IsabelJenkinsMD: Cutting the surface of the hair has no influence on what goes on underneath. That’s like saying cosmetic surgery makes you smarter.
Kelsey bangs so hard on Marshall’s door, I’m sure she’s going to wake up the whole floor. There’s a strange guy in our room, so I had no choice but to follow Kelsey out into the hallway, gripping the two samples I swabbed only minutes ago.
“I was trying to protect you,” I say, pleading with her to not turn me in. To not make me look like a weirdo in front of Marshall. A week into the semester and my roommate already hates me, as do several instructors. I’ve changed my class schedule three times already.
Kelsey gives me a sideways glance and then pounds on the door again, mumbling, “And I thought I had boundary issues.”
Finally Marshall opens the door, revealing the shirtless-and-in-boxer-shorts look I’ve seen a few times while he travels to and from the bathrooms. He’s not hard to look at, that’s for sure. His eyes are only half open, his dark hair even more disheveled than usual. “I know I gave that speech about the door always being open, but four in the morning might be the exception.”
“My roommate is stealing DNA samples from me and William,” Kelsey says, so loud that Marshall immediately shuffles us inside his room and closes the door.
“William?” Marshall doesn’t seem awake enough to react to Kelsey’s bra-and-panties-only attire.
“Not DNA samples,” I protest. But even I can’t believe what I just did. What the hell was I thinking? This isn’t a clinic or a hospital. I touched someone’s no-zone without consent. Oh my God, I’m a criminal. I was half asleep and my brain went into doctor mode. I put on the gloves and dove right in. I’m almost nineteen; I should know better than to perform STI testing on my roommate’s sleeping one-night stand.
Dr. James believes your certainty may be a mask for avoidance of important age milestones.
Oh my God. Dr. Winifred James, Ph.D., is going to become my alter ego. I’m gonna develop dissociative identity disorder like that lady in the show United States of Tara. Soon I’ll be spending three days a week assuming the role of the psychologist who ruined my medical career. The irony. The tragedy. It’s like a modern-day Shakespeare play.
Marshall holds up a hand to me and turns to Kelsey, repeating, “William?”
She’s too pissed off to explain much. “Just some guy I met at a frat party last night. I think he goes to school here.”
Marshall takes a seat on his bed. “Well, is he a student or isn’t he? Because that changes the course of action.”
“Fuck you, Marsh!” Kelsey raises her hands. “Turn off your RA bullshit for a minute and be real. Are you not seeing this chick with freakin’ DNA samples in her hand?”
Marshall turns to me, eying the swabs in my hand. “Izzy?”
“All I did was take a fluid sample from a couple of William’s sores. I thought Kelsey should know if the guy she’s sleeping with has syphilis.” At the same time, I’m thinking, This is bad. Really, really bad.
“Jesus.” Marshall pinches the bridge of his nose and squeezes his eyes shut for a few seconds. “This was so not covered in RA training.”
“Condoms,” Kelsey says to me. “Ever heard of them? Well, I have, and I use them every time, so back the fuck off.”
“That’s not going to prevent the spread unless the sores are isolated to the penis only.” I raise my eyebrows at Kelsey. “Are they?”
Shut up, Izzy, I tell myself. It doesn’t matter. You can’t invade people’s privacy like this.
Her face twists with anger. “You little freak—”
Marshall flops onto his back, covering his face and groaning. “What the hell am I doing? I’m not cut out for this.”
Kelsey and I start shouting at the same time—me trying to explain and apologize, and Kelsey uttering strings of three and four swear words.
Marshall shoots upright again, holding up his hands. “Shut up, both of you.” We clamp our lips together and he nods. “That’s much better. Kelsey, you need to be very direct with your roommate and ask her to please refrain from offering advice or trying to help you with … health-related matters.”
“This is bullshit—” Kelsey starts to say, but Marshall gives her a stern look, and she huffs. “Fine,” she says, turning to me. “Izzy, please refrain from any biological testing on me or my guests. And please refrain from timing my trips into the bathroom stall and making suggestions relating to high-fiber diets.”
“I don’t time—”
Marshall puts up a hand to stop me again. “Kelsey’s turn.”
“I also have no desire to know the estimated mercury levels in the fish served in the dining hall.”
I bite down on my lip. I did recite mercury facts, but that was because I was nervous sitting with Kelsey and her cheerleader friends. That usually brings on the fact reciting. And they seemed like halfway intelligent girls, so I thought they might appreciate the extra knowledge.
“Thank you, Kelsey,” Marshall says, then turns to me. “Izzy, I’d like you to hand over the … uh … samples you’ve collected, since they were taken without consent.”
My grip on the wooden sticks tightens. That stupid, impulsive voice inside my head is shouting, You’ve gone this far already. Might as well find out if you’re right.
“Izzy,” Marshall warns, his eyes narrowing at me.
I blow air out of my cheeks, and after another two-second hesitation, I thrust the swabs toward Marshall. There, that’s the right choice. The socially acceptable choice. He wrinkles his nose and looks like he really doesn’t want to touch them but thinks it’s his civic duty to dispose of them properly. He holds them by the very end, using only his thumb and index finger. He stands up, raises the lid on his garbage can, tosses the swabs in, suppresses a shudder, then reaches for a bottle of hand sanitizer on his desk and dumps several ounces into his palm, bathing not only his hands but also his arms in it.
“Izzy, can you agree to Kelsey’s clearly stated terms and apologize for the intrusive behavior tonight?”
I fold my arms across my chest and stare at the wall behind Kelsey. “Yes, and I’m sorry for trying to prove your one-night stand’s syphilis diagnosis.”
Marshall gives me a nod of approval. “And Kelsey, can you agree to the terms stated in the student housing handbook that all overnight guests must be signed in and approved by your roommate?”
She glares at Marshall. “Fine.”
He claps his hands together, looking way too happy and awake for this hour. “Now the final step …” He fishes through a stack of papers on his desk and eventually holds up identical pink sheets, one in each hand. “If you could just fill out these conflict resolution forms for me, we can all be on our way.”
Kelsey snatches the sheet, tears it in half, tosses it on the ground, then stomps out of the room. Marshall rolls his eyes. “That went well.”
Now that Kelsey’s gone, I’m even more embarrassed by the situation than before. Marshall probably thinks I’m not only creepy but also difficult to handle. Not that I didn’t already know that last part. I’ve always been difficult. Still, I thought maybe I could leave that trait with Isabel Jenkins, M.D. I had high hopes for Izzy Jenkins in the area of “getting along with others.”
I reach for the pink sheet and a pen from his desk, leaning over to fill out the paper. Marshall lays his palm over the paper to stop me. “Izzy …” He points to the end of the bed, indicating that I should sit. So I do. “Before we document this, I just want to make sure you understand how this might look to an outside party.”
My face flames. I lean forward, allowing my hair to conceal my cheeks. “I know. I’m sorry. I forgot where I was and what might be okay and what might be—”
“Sexual assault?” Marshall finishes, his eyebrows lifting.
I cringe, hearing those words. Hearing what could be deemed the truth. Things can get out of control so quickly. “Yeah. That.”
“Here’s the thing …” He scrubs his hands over his face. “I’ve turned in two incident reports with your name on them in the last week. Becca is already on my case about filing something official with the main residential life office. If I don’t and Kelsey goes to them … I think I can talk her out of it, but I could lose my job for not reporting all incidents.”
I run my palms back and forth over my thighs. “Right. Okay, so you have to write me up. I get it.”
“If I lose this job, then I have to figure out how to pay for housing, which I can’t afford, and find a new source of income. It took a lot of work for me to get this position, the recommendations and the interviews … I’m sorry,” he says, guilt filling his expression.
I stare at him blankly. “Why are you sorry? I screwed up. You’re just doing your job.”
“I don’t think you meant any harm, that’s why I feel bad. The perception of the situation isn’t going to be anywhere near the truth, and I hate that people are going to think about you that way.”
My face falls into my hands and I groan. “I knew this roommate thing would be too hard. I should have gotten an off-campus apartment and found other outlets for socializing.”
“She’ll come around,” Marshall says. “Kelsey’s pretty great once you get to know her. Maybe let her cool off a little before trying to reconcile things, though.”
“I planned on going right to bed and ignoring her for the rest of the night,” I say, to reassure him that we won’t come knocking again. Not tonight, anyway. Or this morning, since it’s technically morning.
Marshall takes a pillow and a blanket from his bed, tossing them onto the floor. “Uh, yeah, you won’t be sleeping in your bed until tomorrow night. I’m sure Kelsey locked you out. I could open the door for you—using my awesome RA key ring—but I don’t think that’s the best plan of action, considering the guest in her bed.”
I’m wearing pajama pants and a tank top—no shoes or pockets to have stuck room keys in. “What should I do? Sleep in the common room?”
He nods toward his bed and yawns. “You can stay here. Just please don’t tell anyone, and we’ll get you out of here early in the morning so no one catches you performing the walk of shame, exiting the RA’s room. I’ll take the floor.”
I know that, socially, I should refuse the bed and play that little game where he refuses my refusal and so on, but I’m tired and I hate games that are pointless and predictable. I mumble a thanks and climb onto his bed, resting my cheek against his pillow. I press my nose into it and inhale. “Head and Shoulders shampoo … you know, Selsun Blue is much more effective.”
“Remember that conversation about being intrusive? The one we had like five seconds ago?” Marshall stretches out on the floor on top of his blue comforter and then closes his eyes.
“Right.” I lie there in silence for several minutes, watching his chest rise and fall, counting his breaths until I can’t stay silent any longer. “Marshall?”
“Isabel,” he mumbles, eyes still shut.
“I suck at being normal.”
He rolls over on his side, his back to me. “Well, that’s one thing you have in common with your roommate.” He gives that a good thirty seconds to sink in before adding, “You’re always observing people, but maybe you’re studying the wrong things.”
He’s gotten my brain swirling with thoughts all over again, keeping me from sleep. I watch a half-asleep Marshall roll around and try to get comfortable on the floor for at least thirty minutes before I lean over to shake him.
“Marsh?” I shake his shoulder again, and he turns on his back, peeling his eyes open. “Just sleep on the bed. You look miserable, and there’s room up here for two people.”
“You sure?”
I nod, and seconds later he’s stretched out beside me, his blue comforter tossed over me instead of him.
“No taking samples from any part of my body, got it?”
I laugh and stare up at the ceiling. “That won’t be a problem as long as you refrain from sleeping naked and giving me a full frontal view on my way to the bathroom.”
He slaps his hands over his face, half laughing, half groaning. “Nasty. Don’t tell me he had something … you know, down there? Something big enough to see in the dark?”
“Oh, yeah. It wasn’t pretty. He was practically begging me to take a look and find out if it’s contagious.”
“I feel nauseous,” Marshall says, still laughing.
“My apology was completely sincere. I know I screwed up. It’s just … Well, this is going to sound weird.…” I stop, not sure if I should reveal too much of Isabel Jenkins, M.D.
He tugs on my hair. “What’s going to sound weird?”
“Promise you won’t think I’m psycho?”
He laughs. “I can’t promise that until you tell me the rest.”
“There’s something so satisfying about seeing the disease you’ve been looking for under a microscope. I know that sounds morbid, but it calms me. Like no matter what, I have something.”
“What? Your brain?” he guesses.
I laugh. “Yeah, sort of. And sometimes it becomes this frenzy whenever I question something and I know there’s a way to find the answer.” I search for a more common, mainstream analogy to help him understand. “It’s like when you’re talking about movies or TV shows or music with someone and you can’t think of a title or an actor’s name. Then later, when it finally comes to you, you get this wave of relief, like part of your mind has been occupied with that question and you didn’t realize how much energy had been spent on it until you have the answer.”
His gaze is practically burning a hole into the side of my face. I can feel it. “I think I know what you mean,” Marshall says.
The tone of his voice has shifted from light amusement to something deeper, more serious. I swallow back nerves and dig for a new subject.
“So this is what college is like.” I turn my head toward him. “Girls exposing their entire floor to their bra and panty collections, casual and platonic cohabiting of beds, random sexual encounters, lots of wet naked people walking around in towels that are way too short. Who knew?”
Marshall rolls his eyes. “Yeah, it’s a real jungle. And personally I’m quite fond of the bra and panty bit. I have yet to see an unattractive collection.”
The heat radiating off his body, moving into my personal space, is enough to get my heart speeding up a bit. Even his voice—oozing charm despite its comedic tone—is sexy, especially emerging from beside me in the nearly dark room.
“And then there’s the presence of world-famous kissing,” I add.
He rolls on his side, propping himself up on an elbow and grinning at me. “That’s why you pissed off Kelsey. You wanted an excuse to get me alone so you could see for yourself if it’s true or not.”
I laugh really hard and shake my head, refusing to answer.
“Admit it,” Marshall presses. “You are dying to know.”
“I am a girl who likes to get answers,” I concede. He studies me carefully and then starts to lean in. My heart is racing now, my eyes preparing to close, and my hands … what do they want? Probably to touch Marshall’s hair, run my fingers through it. His mouth is so close to mine when he freezes and pulls back.
His forehead wrinkles. “Now look who’s crossing lines. I suck at this RA thing.”
“Hey.” I touch his arm lightly. “It’s not your fault. I brought it up.”
He rolls back over and stares at the ceiling, and for several minutes all I do is lie there and listen to him breathe. “I’m gonna leave out a few details on that report. Just please don’t make me regret this, okay?”
My heart speeds up, this time from anxiety and fear of failure. “Okay. I promise to do better.”
It’s a silly little incident report to the residential life office, but it feels like the most important promise I’ve ever made. Letting Marshall down would prove that I’m truly a freak. A freak who can’t possibly be allowed to practice medicine without supervision. Like ever.


Chapter 5
Marshall’s alarm wakes both of us up at six-thirty in the morning. He stands up and slams his fist into it, cutting off the blaring beeps. “I have class, but you should probably sneak out now rather than later.”
Suddenly I remember my new schedule and bolt upright. “Shit. I have this seven o’clock boot camp class today.”
He grins at me, lifting an eyebrow. “You’re kidding me. I’m the TA.”
I rub the sleep from my eyes. “There’s a TA for the boot camp fitness program? Why? And you’re an undergrad student. You can’t be a TA.”
“Unofficial TA. I take roll and collect the bodies after Sergeant Holloway tortures you guys,” he says calmly. “Occasionally I clean up vomit if anyone is stupid enough to eat breakfast before class.”
Note to self—no breakfast on Monday, Wednesday, or Friday.
Marshall looks me over, taking in my bare feet and pj’s, not to mention the lack of bra. “Want me to let you into your room so you can get some clothes and shoes?”
“Shoes? Does this mean you’re going to wear actual shoes?”
“Not by choice.” He plucks a pair of sneakers from his closet and holds them up for me to see. “The societal confines placed on feet are something I plan to fight once I’m in a position of power.”
“What position would that be? Head of the public footwear council?”
“Is that a real thing?” He sounds very hopeful, which causes me to crack up laughing.
Five minutes later, I’ve made it through the hall unseen by my floormates and in and out of my room without waking the angry sleeping bears. I’m also sporting appropriate footwear and workout clothing in addition to clean teeth, but I avoided my usual morning protein bar, per the no-breakfast rule.
All my classes last week were ten o’clock or later, so I’m surprised by the eerie quiet of campus at this hour. It’s a short walk to the rec center, where the class meets outside, at least until weather requires us to move the sessions indoors. I’m expecting to meet an older retired man in a full-out army uniform, but Sergeant Holloway is probably middle-aged and he’s wearing an NIU ROTC T-shirt with gym shorts. He does have a whistle around his neck, and he blows it the second he sees me.
“I don’t know you!” he shouts. “Did you party too hard last week and cut my class? Unacceptable.”
“No, I didn’t—”
Marshall pokes me in the back and whispers, “Rule number one in this class—don’t argue with the drill sergeant.”
“Come on, he’s not a real drill sergeant.”
At least twenty students have gathered around the circle drive in front of the rec center, watching Sergeant Holloway lean in, right next to my face, and blow hard on the whistle again.
“Did I hear you right?” he says, his voice booming across a half-mile radius. “I’m not a real drill sergeant? Well, you’re not a real soldier. Just a stupid girl who can’t run fast or do a push-up.”
“I can do a push-up,” I argue, then clamp my mouth shut, remembering Marshall’s advice.
“Drop and give me twenty!” Holloway lifts his chin and addresses the entire class. “All of you. Now!”
A groan erupts through the group as we all drop to the ground, gravel from the driveway digging into our palms. I glance at Marshall. He gives me his innocent I-told-you-so face, then he’s on the ground, whipping out his push-ups like it’s nothing.
“You can all thank our new student for inspiring me to give you the hardest workout of your lives today!” Holloway paces through the lines of students doing push-ups, stopping occasionally to press his foot on people’s backs or yell at them to suck in their gut.
I’m pretty sure he’s taking this drill sergeant role a little too seriously. I’m also pretty sure that my advisor must be as pissed off at me as Kelsey is, because she “highly recommended” this course as a wonderful and beneficial method of achieving physical fitness. She even said she’d heard great things about the instructor.
“One step out of line today and I’m flunking your asses!”
I guess technically you can flunk people in a pass/fail class, but typically that happens only if people don’t attend or participate. Not if they fall over from push-up exhaustion or their gut is too big to suck in.
By the end of the class, my knees and elbows are scraped from the army crawl section of the obstacle course and I’m so beat I can barely walk. Marshall did everything we did and stayed at the front of the group, but he appears to be fine, not near collapse like the rest of us.
Several students take a moment to glare at me and mumble a sarcastic thank-you before leaving. I rip off my T-shirt and use it to wipe sweat from my forehead so it won’t drip into my eyes. Marshall jogs to catch up with me after spending a few minutes chatting with our abusive instructor.
“I’m beginning to think you should listen to my advice more often,” he says.
“That’s probably a good idea.” I tug the bottom of my sports bra, making sure it stays in place and covers what it’s supposed to cover. “I feel like shit.”
“You need breakfast. That’ll get you going again.” He takes me by the shoulders and steers me toward the dining hall.
I pull out of his grip and angle myself toward our dorm. “No way. I can’t think about food. Must. Shower. Now.”
“I thought we were listening to my advice today,” Marshall says.
I glance around to see if anyone’s watching or listening. “Are you sure that’s allowed? You know, for RAs and residents …”
“Conversing and advising over a meal in a university dining hall is completely acceptable,” Marshall says. “In fact, it’s encouraged.”
Once inside, we both grab big glasses of water and start chugging, then I follow him through the line. Marshall told me to observe new things, but I can’t stop myself from watching him load his tray with food and analyzing the choices—three pancakes, passes up the butter but piles on syrup, two bananas, a bagel with cream cheese, a blueberry muffin, and a refill on his glass of water. Not exactly displaying the picky-eater label he gave himself last week.
My tray, on the other hand, contains a small serving of scrambled eggs, two big scoops of cut-up melon, a container of light yogurt, and a glass of orange juice.
Marshall finds us seats easily since it’s still before nine and the dining hall doesn’t get really crowded until closer to lunchtime. I sit down across from him, my eyes still glued to his tray.
“Don’t even think about commenting on my breakfast selection,” he warns.
I stuff a forkful of eggs into my mouth to keep from commenting, but still the words slip out: “Just thinking about those steroids you mentioned last week.”
His jaw freezes mid-chew. “I seriously can’t tell if you’re joking or not.”
Am I that hard to read? I shrug and suppress a smile. “If we really needed an answer, I could always ask you to drop your shorts and see if your testicles have atrophied.”
Okay, so that’s an Isabel Jenkins, M.D., thing to say, but since Marshall knows who I really am, I don’t feel like I have to ditch all of that part of me. Which is good considering that I’m here to figure out how to progress in the M.D. world.
“Atrophied?” he asks, his mind evidently on the testicular discussion.
“Shrank.”
He resumes chewing. “Still can’t tell if you’re serious.”
“You don’t use anabolic steroids.” I pop a slice of melon into my mouth and watch him inhale his pancakes. “Your moods are fine. You’re very even-tempered. I’ve only seen you shave about three times in the last week.”
He points a fork at me. “Yes, you are definitely observing the wrong things.”
“Maybe.” I sigh. “Probably.”
“Definitely.”
From the corner of my eye, I see two girls from the English 101 class that I had to drop last week after annoying the instructor by pointing out a copyright issue with his so-called original writing. Had he published it, he could have been sued. I thought it was the right thing to do. Now, however, I’m pretty sure that keeping my mouth shut would have been the better choice. The girls are glancing my way and then leaning in to whisper to each other.
This is elementary school all over again. And the dance classes Mom enrolled me in. The T-ball team Dad forced me to play on for half a season until we were both knee deep in parent and teammate conflicts. Then there was the Girl Scout troop and summer camp. The list goes on for miles.
“I like your mom a lot,” Marshall says, interrupting my thoughts. “I forgot to mention that last week. She was a pretty cool teacher. She made it fun, you know?”
No, I don’t know. Classes haven’t ever been not-fun for me. “I’ve never seen her teach.”
Marshall shrugs. “Well, you should sometime.”
I can’t stop looking at those girls and then looking away. They’re still talking about me. That much I know for sure.
“What’s up with them?” Marshall asks, nodding their way.
I stare down at my tray. “Don’t know. Probably just commenting on how weird I am.”
“Izzy—”
A guy I know as the third-floor RA for our dorm interrupts us before Marshall can say anything more. He claps Marsh on the back and leans down to whisper, “Thank you for handling the difficult chick on your floor. Kelsey nearly exploded on me a few days ago, and she just said hi to me in the hall. Seemed totally fine.”
Panic fills Marshall’s face, and he opens his mouth to interrupt, but the other guy won’t let him get a word in. “Whatever you did, man, keep it up. ’Cause that chick sounds like a complete nutcase.”
I put Marshall’s panic together with this guy’s words, and it all clicks into place. He’s talking about me. Except he doesn’t know I’m sitting here. I’m just a name on a stack of pink conflict resolution forms.
And then it occurs to me that Marshall is babysitting me. He’s made it his job to keep me out of trouble so that he stays out of trouble. Tears sting the corners of my eyes as I watch the other RA walk away. Marshall sighs and runs a hand through his hair. He knows that I know.
I’m not normal. I’m never going to be normal. I’m never going to pass that test and become a surgeon. There’s no fixing me. So what’s next? Shutting myself in a lab with rodents for the rest of my life?
I stand up and pick up my tray. “I’ve got class later and … I need to shower and stuff.”
Marshall lifts his head, shame and pity filling his expression. “Izzy, wait …”
But I don’t wait. I can’t stand the thought of seeing that look of pity a second longer or having Marshall as my babysitter. This whole “normal college experience” was a terrible idea. I’m so done with this.


Chapter 6
I barely take anything with me.
I grab a clean T-shirt, my purse, and my keys, then head out to the student parking lot. I can’t stand the thought of running into Marshall, Kelsey, or anyone who’s come in contact with my incident reports over the last week. I’ll arrange to have my stuff sent home. Or I’ll send my mom to get it for me. She can make up an excuse for my departure: mononucleosis, maybe, or a death in the family. That should do the trick. It’s not like I’ll ever have to see any of these people again.
My guess is, my parents won’t be the least bit surprised that I couldn’t survive this plan. These are basically the only kinds of failures I’ve experienced in my life—getting along with others. Or belonging to anyone but them. They’re amazingly patient, tolerant, and accepting. I hit the adoptive parent lottery, and I’ve tried to never let myself forget that fact.
The whole two-hour drive, I’m restless, dying to walk through the front door of my house and smell the familiar scent. Stretch out across my larger, more comfortable bed and bury myself in some kind of medical research project. We’ve only gone on a handful of family vacations since my parents became my parents. And never for more than a week. I haven’t done any traveling beyond some short weekend trips on my own. I’ve never left the country. Already it feels like I’ve been away from home forever, and it’s not even been two weeks.
Turning onto my street already lifts some of the anxiety I was feeling. I park in an empty space across the street from my house, bolt out of the car, and head toward the front steps. I get halfway up the path and come to a dead stop.
A large white and red metal sign is pushed into the grass in our front yard, the words FOR SALE written in blue letters.
What the hell?
I fumble around for my house key, knots forming in the pit of my stomach. The first thing I notice after stepping through the doors of my house is the empty den. My dad’s office. The large L-shaped desk is gone, leaving behind imprints in the carpet where the legs have rested for years. The bookshelves are still there, but half empty. My heart is flying as I charge the stairs up to my room. I fling open the door but don’t even walk inside—nothing’s changed here. I jog down the hall and stop in front of one of the guest rooms. The queen bed and matching dresser are gone.
My feet are glued to the hallway carpet, my brain digging for answers. Then finally, after coming up empty, I flip the lights off, head back downstairs, and walk out the front door.

Because my day has been so full of bad luck, the first person I spot at the hospital who may be of help to me is Justin. And he’s got four eager and completely green interns at his heels.
“Have you seen my dad?” I’m not in the mood for any brand of small talk.
Justin stops, glances over his shoulder at the fledglings behind him, then turns back to me. “This is Isabel Jenkins,” he explains. “We did our internship together.”
All four of them go simultaneously wide-eyed. Great. Damn hospital gossip.
“My dad. Have you seen him?” I repeat with more urgency.
Justin leans against the nurses’ station counter and grins. “How’s the University of Wherever the Hell You’re at Now? Are you making friends? Meeting any cute boys?”
“Screw you,” I say before stomping away from him and heading for the surgical board. I scan the list and search for Dr. Jenkins. He’s in OR four doing an aortic valve repair. I pace outside the operating room door for thirty minutes. I’m still in my clothes from this morning’s boot camp class, my hair a mess from getting all sweaty and then drying up with no shower. The second Dad exits the OR, he takes one look at me and knows something is wrong.
“I went home,” I tell him before he can ask.
Dad draws in a breath, his eyes already pained. He pulls the mask off his face and tosses it into a nearby garbage can. Two third-year residents I recognize exit the OR, and Dad quickly turns to them, saying, “Can you speak with the family and take them into recovery when the patient wakes up?”
Both nod, and Dad leads me to an empty stairwell, sitting down on the steps. I can’t sit, but I attempt to lean against the railing and push off seconds later, resuming my pacing.
“I was going to tell you soon,” he says, lifting his eyes from his lap and meeting my gaze. “Everything got all messed up when you didn’t get the residency at Johns Hopkins.”
“What does Johns Hopkins have to do with the FOR SALE sign in our yard?” Had they been planning on following me to Baltimore and then gotten in a bind because they’d already secretly committed to selling the house? I bet that’s it. It has to be.
Dad rakes a hand through his hair. “You mom and I … we’re …” He stops and swallows, his Adam’s apple popping out, and my heart speeds up, sweat forming in my palms. “We’re getting a divorce.”
“What?” My mouth is literally hanging open. My eyes dart around the stairwell. It’s like the walls are caving in slowly and soon I’ll be buried alive in this hospital. The place where all my failures are laid out in front of me. I rub at the front of my shirt, my chest tightening again. “You can’t get divorced.… I don’t—why?”
I don’t even know if hearing why will help the crushing, world-flipping feeling I’m experiencing right now. I lean back against the wall, closing my eyes and attempting to force out the claustrophobic vibe this confined windowless space is now giving off.
“We thought you’d be in Baltimore living in your own place, creating a new life for yourself, so your mother suggested we wait,” Dad explains. “You didn’t get into the program, but then you were off to school, and we thought it was time …”
I lift my head, narrowing my eyes at him. “You were gonna let me move across the country and then what? Call me up to tell me my parents now have two addresses for holiday cards to be sent? Or were you planning to simply change your Facebook status from married to single and consider me informed?”
“Isabel,” Dad says, the rare warning tone emerging, “this isn’t about you. We all have our lives to live. You’re an adult now. It’s not like we’re putting you in the middle of a custody dispute.”
My hands are shaking. My legs, too.
He’s right. I’m an adult. I shouldn’t be freaking out like this. But it’s different for me. My parents didn’t become my parents until I was five years old. And while I know that logically it’s false, it feels like if they’re not together, then I don’t belong to them. And that means I don’t belong to anyone, considering my birth mother died when I was three months old.
This is not something I want to relive today.
There’s a huge lump in my throat, making it difficult to swallow or speak. Crying would make the lump go away, but I’m too shocked to cry. Maybe tomorrow they’ll change their minds. Maybe tomorrow Johns Hopkins will change its decision, too, and realize that it was a huge mistake to reject me.
I’ll be able to keep going if even one of those things happens.
I look at my dad again, my eyes probably pleading for help. “What now? What are your plans?”
His plans, Mom’s plans … I want him or my mom to answer ridiculous questions that shouldn’t even be crossing my mind, like Is Mom going to change her last name back to her maiden name? If she does, will I still be Jenkins? Will I have a room at your place or Mom’s? Where are you going to live? Where am I going to live?
It’s like I’m four years old again, sitting alone in the corner of my foster family’s living room while they all squeeze onto the couch, posing for a holiday card photo—a mom, a dad, a brother, and a sister. And me, the weird little girl in the corner who has a battered copy of A Wrinkle in Time spread across her lap. She pretends to be completely fine with her isolation, and if she’d said something, the family probably would have taken the photo in secret, but she doesn’t say anything. She’s learned that the quieter she is, the more independent, the longer she gets to stay in one house.
Internalizing everything is not something I’ve had to do in years, but I think I’m headed down that road again. If I don’t go back to NIU and face Marshall’s babysitting and my shared room with Kelsey, I’ll be sentencing myself to sit around for six months and contemplate how weird I am, how different, how alone in my world I am, and how I have no genetic connection to my parents. Or anyone else that’s alive, at least that I know of. And now my parents are about to sever the one connection they have—marriage. Unless I count as another binding ingredient, bridging them together?
I release a shaky breath and pull myself together before saying to my dad, “I’m gonna go see Mom at work and then head back to DeKalb and you can continue all your secret divorce plans. It’ll be much easier with me out of the way.”
Jesus Christ, I don’t want to go back. But if it’s a choice between facing Kelsey and a great deal of resident advisor humiliation or having a front-row seat to watch my family fall apart … this is the easiest decision I’ve had to make in a long time.
“Isabel,” Dad says, reaching for me before I can take off.
I shake out of his grip and turn my back to him. “Just let me deal with this my own way, okay?”
Luckily, he doesn’t argue, and I escape before I’m forced to explain my childish views on this divorce. But choosing to go back to the humiliation and failure I literally fled from this morning, rather than stay here and watch more rooms in my house become empty, is like being asked to choose which disease I’d rather have. Smallpox or whooping cough? TB or hepatitis C? Cancer or heart disease?
I could come up with lists of pros and cons and conclude with a preference, but that doesn’t change the fact that all the options suck.


Chapter 7
@IsabelJenkinsMD: There are many things they don’t teach in medical school.
The chat with my mom went a lot like the one with my dad—me asking why but not really asking. Not really wanting to know whose fault this is, who hates whom. Logically someone has to be more wrong than the other, right?
Either way, I returned to school before dinnertime and cleaned myself up, all the while avoiding running into Kelsey or Marshall. Now Kelsey’s studying in our room and I’ve taken up residence in the common room, throwing darts for the last two hours. I’m hitting the board every time now, but nowhere near the bull’s-eye. Dr. O’Reilly, the chief of surgery, had a point when he claimed that my practical surgical skills were lacking the superiority of my textbook knowledge and rote memory.
I reposition my hips and feet, hoping the adjustment in angle will help me get closer to the center of the target. If I can’t get a dart to hit a red and yellow circle only fifteen feet away, how can I expect to accurately perform a heart transplant?
“I can help you hit the bull’s-eye.”
My aim falters at the sound of a familiar voice, and the dart goes wild, sticking itself into the white wall three feet away from the board. Marshall walks over and plucks it from the wall.
“Is that part of your RA duties?” I keep my eyes on the board, preparing to throw again. “Helping freshmen learn proper dart usage?”
“Safety is important.” He walks up beside me and places the loose dart into my free hand. “You get wild with these things and you could put an eye out.”
“That expression is extremely inaccurate.” I miss again, hitting the top corner of the board, outside the point zone. “Are you here to babysit me some more? Make sure I don’t create any more drama for floor two?”
He ignores my questions and drills me with one of his own. “Where were you all day? Did you go off campus?”
I hesitate, keeping my eyes on the dartboard. Part of me wants to tell him I left and then came back because the dorm sucks about two percent less than my house, but I’m not ready to say it out loud. “Shopping,” I respond without further detail.
“Well, my help has nothing to do with RA duties. Just a friendly bet between classmates.”
My arm falls to my side. “A bet?”
He shakes his head. “It’s more of an exchange. I’ll get you to hit the bull’s-eye, and you have to answer one very important question for me.”
I snort back a laugh. “Deal.”
Questions I can handle. But bull’s-eyes, not so much.
I’m a little startled when Marshall’s hands grasp my hips, turning me so that my side and not my front faces the board. “Turn your head but not your shoulders or hips.”
His breath lands on my neck, causing a shiver to run down my spine. I shake it off and pretend to roll my shoulders. This is beginning to feel a lot like Becca’s ridiculous orientation game. I feel his front brushing up against my back. His blue flip-flops slide between my feet.
Okay, talk about crossing the RA/resident line. I think those words first and then let them spill from my lips before I have a chance to stop myself. Marshall laughs but doesn’t move away or reposition himself. He raises my left hand, the one gripping the dart, and holds my wrist. “Shoulder height, no higher, got it?”
“Uh-huh.”
He releases my wrist and allows me to throw in this new position. The dart barely makes it onto the board. “I said not to move your hips or shoulders.” His hand snakes around my waist, his fingers splayed across my stomach, holding my midsection in place. I try not to let myself get distracted by our proximity and how nice his fingers feel against my shirt. “Now try again.”
This time I get closer to the bull’s-eye, but not any closer than I’ve already gotten in the past couple of hours.
Marshall places a new dart in my hand. “Stop thinking so hard.”
Loose strands of brown hair fall from my bun into my eyes. I blow them off my forehead. “How can I do this right without thinking? I’m trying to improve my surgical skills. Thinking is kind of a must.”
“Muscle memory,” he says. “Rely on muscle memory. Thinking is for when something goes wrong.”
I glance over my shoulder at him, surprised. I’ve never really analyzed surgical skills that way before, but I’ve watched my dad perform numerous surgeries from the hospital gallery and every movement is precise, almost rhythmic. “But how can I rely on muscle memory if my muscles have never experienced hitting the bull’s-eye?”
“You’ve been training them to do something for the past two hours, so now we need to clear your head and find out what that is. Might be good muscle training, but it could also be bad training. Only one way to find out.”
How does he know that I’ve been in here for two hours?
“Practice makes permanent,” I recite. That’s Dr. Rinehart’s favorite saying.
“Exactly.” Marshall nods. “Perfect practice makes perfect.”
I stand there for a long moment, still not sure how to change the course of my actions and create the results I want. Marshall lifts my hand again, aiming the dart. “Close your eyes.” I follow directions and squeeze my eyes shut. “Take a deep breath and release it slowly.”
My lungs fill and then I let the air out, counting to five in my head. “Now open your eyes and aim.”
His fingers are still wrapped around my wrist when the dart leaves my hand and zooms across the empty space, landing not squarely in the center of the bull’s-eye but still within the tiny middle ring.
My entire body relaxes with relief as I gape at the red-winged dart, plopped into the exact place I’d wanted it to go. Finally, something has gone my way today. “That’s amazing. Thank you.”
Marshall steps back and takes a seat on top of a table a few feet away from me. “You’re welcome.”
I pluck the darts out of the board, leaving the winning one for last. “All right, what’s your question?”
“You’re not the only one who observes people,” he says. “I’ve noticed several things about you in the last week, beginning with the fact that you really don’t seem to be enjoying all this making-up-for-lost-experiences stuff.”
“That’s not a question.” I toss another round of darts, missing the bull’s-eye, but managing to land all but one right around the bull’s-eye.
“Not bad,” Marshall says. “And I was getting to the question. I’m wondering what you’re really doing here. Obviously this isn’t for pleasure, since you seem completely miserable and unexcited by the whole experience. And we both know it’s not for academic gains …”
Which should I answer? Why I came to NIU in the first place? Or why I’m here right now after deciding to call it quits mere hours ago?
I sigh and turn to face him. “I didn’t get into a residency program. I flunked my emotional readiness test—it’s this stupid psych exam. And apparently I have the world’s worst bedside manner.”
His forehead wrinkles. “Still not sure what that has to do with going to NIU and being a PE major when you’ve already got a biology degree and an engineering degree, not to mention the medical license.”
“I can retest in six months, and the psychologist—who is not a real doctor, in case you were wondering …” I pause to see his reaction, but he simply waits for me to finish. “Anyway, Dr. Winifred James, Ph.D., thought that I might be using my career as an excuse to avoid important age-related milestones.” The look on Marshall’s face reflects all my fears. I’m not getting anywhere close to success in this area, and he knows it. I sink down onto a chair and scrub my hands over my face. “It’s hopeless, isn’t it? People can’t really change, can they?”
“Maybe change isn’t the right word,” he says. “I think we just need to tap into an undiscovered part of you.”
My eyebrows arch up. “We? You’ve more than surpassed your RA duties, Marshall. Plus, I’ve done college with babysitters before, so that’s not really a new experience for me.”
He shakes his head. “Not RA duties. I was thinking more of an exchange. I have an anatomy and physiology class this semester that’s already giving me hell—”
“I’m a terrible tutor,” I confess before this can go any further. “I’ve made little kids cry doing community service hours.”
Marshall walks closer and grips my upper arms, giving me a little shake. “Stop arguing with everything I suggest. I don’t care if you’re a mean tutor. I neeeeed your braaaaaiiiins.”
I laugh and pull out of his grip. It feels good to laugh. It feels good to think about Marshall and his stupid anatomy class rather than my failing life and falling-apart family. “Okay, let’s have a trial run tonight. Tell me how to fix things with Kelsey.”
A grin spreads across his face, and he nods toward the hallway leading to our rooms, “Step into my classroom and I’ll teach you the ways of the world. You and Kelsey will be BFFs by midnight.”
I’m laughing again like he’s ridiculous, but really, I’m secretly hoping Marshall’s not just blowing smoke. Otherwise, I’m destined for a future of poking rats in a lab or publishing research reports. I need this to go right. I need something to go right.
He did get me to hit the bull’s-eye. Maybe he’s got more tricks up his sleeve.

“Are you sure this is going to work?” I can’t seem to leave Marshall’s room. Facing Kelsey right now is more daunting than three rounds of kindergarten booster shots. I screwed up. Marshall is going to lie for me on his form, or at least leave out some majorly important details, at the risk of his job, and now I need to have this conversation end in a civilized manner so that I don’t screw him over.
“What benefit would I get from sending you into battle with a plan destined to fail?” Marshall digs through his closet, emerges with a blue plaid button-down shirt, then peels off his T-shirt, tossing it into the bottom of the closet.
It’s hard not to stare at the muscles in his back as they flex in tune with the effort of unbuttoning the new shirt. After that task is complete, he slips his arms through the sleeves and turns to face me, shirt still open, abdominal muscles exposed.
Damn.
I force my gaze upward. “So it’s a battlefield now?”
“In your mind it seems to be.” He shrugs, then unfortunately proceeds to seal off my view of his midsection by buttoning his shirt. “And you know, the longer you stall, the bigger this battle will feel.”
“Right.” I knew that. And speaking my mind isn’t usually a skill I lack. The problem is that I know I was wrong, I crossed a line with Kelsey, and I also know that I was being myself, so how can I promise her that it won’t happen again?
“You don’t have to be someone else in order to make this roommate situation work,” Marshall had said during our hour-long lesson. “You just need to tuck away those parts of yourself that aren’t compatible with Kelsey.”
“I get that, but tucking things away for a while doesn’t help me down the road with figuring out how to approach other, similar situations.”
“You’re looking at it all wrong,” Marshall had protested. “It’s like a chef with a famous recipe, but a customer at dinner has an allergy to one of his ingredients. There’re ways to produce a version of that dish without causing … what do you call it?”
“Anaphylactic shock,” I supplied.
“Yeah, that.”
After replaying the remainder of his insight, I take a step toward the hallway, and Marshall gives me a big shove from behind. “Go. Now.”
My slow shuffle down the hall to my room includes at least three glances over my shoulder to make sure he’s not ditching me or anything. What if Kelsey gets violent? I’ll need a witness and someone to rescue me.
The door to our room is open, and she’s sitting at her desk, a textbook in front of her, her back to me. “Kelsey?” I say so quietly I’m not positive that I spoke out loud.
She lets out a sigh, drops her pencil, and spins around. Guess she heard me.
“Look, I’m really sorry about the—”
She holds up a hand to stop me, and I brace myself for more shouting like she did in the early hours of the morning. “Marshall told me your deal. I get it.” Wait … what? “Doesn’t mean I’m gonna let you get away with crazy shit, but I’ll try to be patient. Make this an educational opportunity for both of us.”
He told her my deal? As in my secret? How could he do that? My mouth falls open, and the words “What exactly did he tell you?” spill out.
She leans back in her chair, propping her feet on the end of her bed. “The home-school thing. You’ve never been around normal kids or people your own age.”
Huh. So Marshall told her I was home-schooled? Well, that’s partially true—I was home-schooled for several years—but I don’t remember telling Marshall that fact. “Right, the home-school thing.”
“But you’re eighteen now,” Kelsey points out. “You can’t fall back on that excuse for much longer. According to one of the psych classes I’m taking this semester, socialization is often thought of as the most important component of education. Every living being desires skills that allow integration of functionality in a society made up of their same kind.”
I hate psych majors.
“True, that’s totally true …”
She cracks a smile and eventually laughs. “You’re a terrible liar, you know? It’s fine if you don’t believe that. Yet. But we’ll get there. Between me and Marshall, you’re going to figure this shit out. Got it?”
“Got it,” I repeat, my emotions bouncing between relief and anger. “Thanks,” I mumble before turning and heading back to Marshall. If I stay any longer, I’ll come up with scientific arguments and specific case studies to counter the ridiculous textbook theory she just recited.
Marshall’s standing in the hall across from the bathroom. I grab his arm and pull him inside his room. “You totally cheated.”
He runs his fingers through his hair and gives me that lopsided grin. “I don’t recall establishing any terms to our agreement.”
“Well, we can fix that right now.” I snatch some paper and a pen from his desk. “And why would you prep me with that big apology speech if you’d already made excuses for me?” I spin around to face him, the paper now hanging limply in my hand. “When did you give Kelsey the weird home-schooled-girl story? You haven’t left my sight since before the dart throwing.…”
He busies himself with sliding his feet into a pair of brown leather flip-flops.
“You talked to her before we even made our deal, didn’t you?”
“I may have run into her earlier while you were shopping, and I may have felt compelled to undo some of the damage. Especially with Becca riding my ass about the reports.” He takes the paper and pencil from my hand. “Let’s take this and my anatomy book and go get some dinner.”
“Dinner?” I say, like it’s a foreign concept.
“Dinner.” He tucks his book under one arm and opens the door for me. “I’m starving. I can’t concentrate unless I have food.”
My stomach chooses this moment to grumble. “Okay, dinner it is.”


Chapter 8
Turns out that dinner for Marshall meant a triple burger—no cheese—at a fast-food place in the student union. And he admitted to having eaten in the dining hall at five, but now that nine had rolled around, it was time for his “second dinner,” apparently. Working on my social skills, I’d managed to not turn my nose up at the sight of fast food and instead selected a salad with grilled chicken and fat-free dressing.
So far, I’ve lasted twenty minutes without commenting on Marshall’s dinner. Which is why I decide that it’s okay to break the ice right now. Just this once. I’ve been good and deserve a reward. “Why not get fries with that burger? You’re already aiming for clogged arteries thirty years from now.”
He polishes off the last bite and wipes his mouth with a napkin. “Not really a fan of fried foods.”
I open my mouth to respond but clamp it shut when I see his look of warning. “So … this should be a fun semester. My roommate’s taking me on as some kind of charity psych project. That’s exactly what I had in mind when I decided to work on being normal. And then my parents—”
Shit. I totally didn’t mean to say that out loud.
He leans on one elbow, facing me. “What about your parents?”
My gaze falls to the salad in front of me. “Nothing. Just that they’re … you know, worried about me and that kind of stuff.” I pile our collective garbage onto the tray, organizing it and then reorganizing it in order to avoid his gaze. “How long have you lived in Evanston?”
Marshall doesn’t move a muscle and instead studies me like my quick change of subject must mean something. Or maybe he’s evaluating my conversational skills. Finally he decides to go along with my direction. “Since right before I started high school.”
The plastic containers, empty cups, and cardboard boxes are now perfectly balanced and ready for a successful trip to the trash bin. “Where did you live before that?”
“Everywhere.” He still hasn’t moved a muscle, and it’s causing me to fidget even more. It feels intrusive, like I’m being X-rayed. “D.C., Korea, Colorado, San Diego …”
I pull my hands back from the tray of garbage and turn to face him. “Wow, that’s …”
“Interesting?” he suggests. “Weird? Suspicious?”
“Surprising,” I finish.
His fingertips land on my temple, brushing away a loose strand of hair, causing heat to surge through my whole body. “See? You’re not so bad at this.”
I suck in a breath, trying to ignore my increased heart rate. He’s not touching any major pulse points, luckily, and won’t notice my reaction. “Why did you move so often?”
Marshall rewards me with that infectious smile of his. “Military brat. My dad was in the navy. His last two years before retirement he was a drill instructor at the Great Lakes naval training center. My parents decided to stay in Evanston after that. My dad coaches high school football now.”
“Did you get your flip-flop addiction when you lived in San Diego?”
He laughs. “How did you know?”
“It’s the only year-round warm climate in the list of previous locations you’ve lived in.”
His eyebrows shoot up. “Right.”
The image of a younger Marshall in swim trunks and flip-flops, surfing in California, sits in my mind, and then I fill in a military dad who ends up closely resembling Sergeant Holloway from my morning boot camp class. But is it just Marshall and his dad driving and flying all over the world? “What about your mom? Do you have siblings?”
He fingers the textbook resting between us, causing his hand to land extremely close to mine. “My mom is your typical military wife, and I have four siblings.”
“Four? Seriously?” A minivan full of bobbing heads and luggage surfaces in my imagination.
“I have one older brother and three younger sisters.”
I reach for a pencil and paper, but Marshall’s hand covers mine. “Don’t even think about taking notes.”
“Right.” My face heats up. I pull my hand back and stuff it in my lap. “I’m an only child, so the idea of siblings is intriguing.”
“It gets pretty wild at my house,” Marshall says. “But I can’t imagine it being just me. Were you too much of a handful for your parents to think about having more? I bet you were.”
The word parents sits like a brick in the pit of my stomach, but I force a smile. “Um, handful is an understatement. And I’m adopted. My mom wasn’t able to conceive, so I’m not certain whether she would have had more children or not.”
“You’re adopted?” Marshall says, surprised. “But isn’t your dad a—”
“Heart surgeon.” I twist the straw wrapper into a knot and then reach for Marshall’s, tying them together. “Genetics aren’t the only factor in causing offspring to follow the same career path as their parents. And you’re not in the military, so obviously it didn’t work on you. What about your older brother? Is he in the military?”
Yes, that’s a good plan. Focus on Marshall’s thriving family, not my dying family.
“No, he’s a loan officer at a bank not too far from here. He went to school here, too. Football scholarship.”
I give him a satisfied smirk. It’s a relief to be right. “Maybe the genetic link deters offspring from repeating their parents’ career choices more often than adopted children.”
The mere mention of genetics drives my thoughts back to my own genetic link, and I get that sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. I push it aside and keep myself in the conversation. I’ve gotten good at allowing myself to forget that the woman I really belong to is dead and has been almost my entire life.
“Well, I wanted to, you know?” He finally looks away, his gaze flitting in the direction of the cashier, who appears to be closing up the register, counting a stack of bills. “Join the military like my dad.”
“Why didn’t you?”
“I went through boot camp right after high school, but it wasn’t for me.” He shoves the tray toward the edge of the table and flips open his anatomy book. “I think I’ve procrastinated enough on this studying thing. Hit me with your best tactics.”
I’m literally clamping my jaw shut to keep from blurting out more questions. I may not be a military expert, but I am technically a genius and know something about many different subjects that shouldn’t be on my radar. You can’t just quit a military service commitment after boot camp. There’s more to that story, but what little social awareness I do have picked up on the fact that he changed the subject a little too quickly.
“Izzy?”
I shake my head and focus on the worksheet lying on the table between us. “Mental mapping. Are you familiar with the characteristics of life?”
He’s back to giving me that half grin, half smirk. “Oh, yeah. I’m very familiar.”
“Funny.” I glare at him and tap a finger to the worksheet. “As in movement, responsiveness, growth, reproduction, digestion, circulation, excretion …?”
“Right, those.” He twirls his pencil between his fingers like a mini baton. “Excretion is my favorite. What a cool word. Especially if you say it really slow, like slow-motion style: excreeeetiooon.”
Well, at least my experience tutoring third graders will come in handy.
“Which characteristic of life is described in the sentence I stop at the traffic light? The choices are movement, digestion, circulation, and response.”
Marshall stares at the question then scratches the back of his head, messing up his hair. “It could be response, but—”
“It is response,” I blurt out. God, I’m so impatient.
“But,” he continues, “only if you stop at the traffic light as a result of the light directing you to stop. Do we know for sure that’s the reasoning behind the stopping? And the action of stopping is just as much movement as walking, so why isn’t it movement? Maybe I’m supposed to circle all that apply?”
I snatch the pencil from his hand and underline the part of the question that says Select one from the following list.
“And what about circulation? Standing and walking have completely different effects on circulation and blood flow to the lower part of the body.”
I pinch the bridge of my nose. “I already told you the answer. Why are you arguing with me?”
“You giving me the answer in relation to this specific sentence doesn’t help me at all when I’m given a completely different scenario,” he says, his calm contrasting with my impatience. “That’s why I already failed one quiz, which is the only grade recorded in the class thus far.”
“Okay, how about this sentence: I’m eating a taco?”
“Movement,” he says immediately.
I groan. “Digestion.”
He leans back in his chair, lifting his hands up. “Come on, eating is a verb. Verbs are action words. Action is movement.”
“Thanks for the grammar lesson. I needed that.” I sigh, then jot the sentence down on the back of the worksheet. “Try underlining the key words in the sentence. Like eating and taco.” I underline those two words. “Those would best be associated with digestion. That’s how you find your answer.”
His forehead wrinkles. “Why can’t you say I’ve eaten a taco, past tense? Eating means it’s happening right now, and that’s a decision you make in your head, which then requires a response from the nervous system to get your hands to pick up the taco. And then your mouth has to open and your jaw has to do the chewing. It’s not like we can say, ‘Okay, body, digest.’ That’s a process that happens on its own. So when you talk about eating, my mind is heading in the direction of controlled decisions and actions, which would be movement and possibly response. But if you’ve already eaten the taco, then digestion makes sense.”
I’m as mesmerized by his emphatic speech as I am frustrated. “Why do you do that?”
A blank expression replaces the wrinkled forehead. “Do what?”
“Talk yourself in circles around the answer when you know exactly what is the most likely to be correct.”
“If I knew, I wouldn’t need help, would I?” A hint of annoyance finally leaks into his voice, breaking his relentless calm.
My response is interrupted by the cashier, who’s now standing in front of us. “We’re actually closed now.…”
Marshall and I both glance around and notice for the first time that the lights are turned off in half the restaurant and the metal gate is drawn down a few feet already. I stand up and reach for the tray of garbage while Marsh gathers his books.
The cashier lifts the tray right out of my hands, flashing me a huge grin. “I’ll take care of this for you.”
“Thanks, and sorry about—” I stop abruptly when I catch his gaze zooming over me, head to toe. My neck heats up and the warmth creeps toward my cheeks. Don’t recognize me, please don’t recognize me …
Marshall tugs on my sleeve and pulls me toward the exit. He’s too tall to get under the metal gate without ducking, but seconds later we’re outside again, breathing in the humid night air.
I glance over my shoulder several times as if the cashier might come running out of the student union calling my name. “I think he recognized me. Statistically speaking, my cover was bound to be blown sooner or later, but I was hoping for at least—”
“Seriously?” Marshall levels a look at me that I have a feeling I’m supposed to be able to interpret without verbal explanation.
“Didn’t you see the way he was looking at me?” I sneak another peek over my shoulder. We’re still alone.
“Yep, I saw it.” He’s focused straight ahead on the path, so I can’t see his face, but I hear the amusement in his voice.
“It’s exactly how you looked at me when we first met and you recognized me. Then Evan and Yoshi did the same thing, but I’ve run into them several times and neither has said anything …”
Marshall’s laughter interrupts my theory-building session. “Nobody recognized you from Dr. Phil’s show, Izzy. I can’t believe you’re brilliant about certain things and so dense about others. That roaming gaze you speak of is you being checked out.”
Checked out? Oh … like checked out. “Really? Are you sure?”
“Positive.”
I slow my pace, mulling over this new discovery. Marshall gets ahead of me and turns around to face me, half walking backward, half jogging in place. I’m beginning to think he has hyperactivity issues. “I haven’t really been exposed to an environment where a large pool of males would see me as a potential—”
“Don’t finish that sentence.” Marshall holds his hands up in front of him. “There’s no way it can end well. And you make it sound like you’re an alien or something.”
He’s still jogging backward, but manages to dodge a girl on a bike without a glance over his shoulder. I’m waiting for him to start doing jumping jacks. My gaze shifts to his feet. “How are you not losing a shoe right now?”
“Practice. It works the muscles in my shins really well.”
“And which muscles would those be?” I say, returning to our anatomy lesson.
He shrugs. “Shin muscles.”
“Tibialis Anterior.” Finally, one of his shoes slips off, landing right in front of me. I bend over and snatch it up before he can stop me. “Some experts claim that barefoot running can really build the rectus femoris and the sartorius.”
He lifts his right foot and removes the remaining flip-flop. “You’ve convinced me. Nothing like a sexy voice reciting Latin terms to persuade a guy.”
“What happened to you being the RA and me being the resident you’re forbidden to flirt with?” I throw the shoe in my hand at him, but of course he snatches it out of the air before it can hit him in the face. “Whatever. It’s your grade, not mine.”
“We’re still studying, aren’t we? Was the weak attempt at hitting me with a shoe a movement or responsiveness?” He resumes the backward jogging, placing more distance between us. “Or could it be reproductive? With many species, the mating process starts with a little squabble. Are you trying to create offspring with me, Izzy?”
I lunge forward and snatch the worksheet from under his arm, then take off running. “I’m filling this out for you and you will memorize all the right answers,” I call over my shoulder.
My running speed must not be totally pathetic, because it takes Marshall a whole fifteen seconds to catch up to me. Maybe that triple burger is slowing him down. He wraps an arm around my waist, lifts me off the ground with ease, then pulls the paper from my fingers, tearing only a tiny corner.
“I think I’ll do this assignment solo. Maybe I can ask questions at the beginning of class and distract the teacher from giving the quiz.”
“Does that actually happen?” No college course I’ve ever attended could have been disrupted in that manner.
“Probably not,” he admits. “I was trying to be nice. Let you off the hook. I can tell I’m not an easy person to teach.”
Now I feel like an ass. “If it helps any, I’m not easy to work with, either. In fact, that’s basically the reason I’m here.” That and my broken home.
As he sets me down the back of my body slides down the front of his and I’m suddenly wondering if he’s right: maybe this is instinctive reproduction-driven behavior. I turn around without allowing much space to settle between us. Marshall’s hand rests on my lower back. I reach behind me and hold his fingers in place. “This is the college experience, right? Checking out people you’re physically attracted to, either hooking up like Kelsey and that William guy, or maybe dating before hooking up. I bet that’s a big factor for at least seventy percent of the students on campus.” I lift my gaze to meet his. The numbers and stats swirling around in my head pop and vanish like a soap bubble, replaced by the swirl of blue eyes. Warm fingers press firmly against my lower back, drawing us closer.
He leans down, giving me a good whiff of his soap and deodorant, which, chemically speaking, shouldn’t cause a reaction from me but totally does. My breath catches in my throat when his lips get dangerously close to my ear.
“I think you just stopped the process of circulation. Is that a movement or a circulatory characteristic?” he says.
“Responsiveness,” I manage to whisper. “Definitely response.”
Goose bumps pop up all over my neck and arms. My heart rate speeds up.
“And your heart,” Marshall says. “Is that pulmonary or responsiveness?”
“You’re mixing lessons.”
I close my eyes, already anticipating the feel of his mouth against my neck. His breath tickles my skin and I release all the air from my lungs.
“I think,” he says, grazing my skin with the tip of his nose, “you’re not as different from everyone else here as you think. We definitely have common interests.”
Definitely.
My fingers act on their own, reaching for the back of his neck, ready to pull him closer, but a small round object hits my fingers, and then another hits Marshall in the back of the head. He releases me and spins around to find a couple of the RAs from the third and fourth floor standing in the dark, laughing at us. One of the guys is the same one who spoke about me in the cafeteria this morning without knowing I was sitting right across from him. The reality of that moment ruins the temporary lust that came over me. I step back and glance over my shoulder at the door to our dorm.
“Dude, way to be professional,” one of the guys shouts at Marshall.
Marshall turns to me, adjusting his position near me to a much more innocent one. “So … you think I’ll do okay on that quiz?”
Right. Because we were studying. Nothing more.
“I predict you’ll get a sixty.” I don’t give him a chance to ask for details before taking off and leaving him to deal with the immature RAs from upstairs. I don’t want to be around when the one guy finds out that he called me a crazy nutcase to my face this morning.
Maybe I am … yup, probably more than a 60 percent chance that I am.


Chapter 9
@IsabelJenkinsMD: If you woke up this morning with a sore throat, it’s not because you slept with wet hair. #StupidMyths #IgnoreGrandma
“How did you know?”
I rub the sleep from my eyes and stifle a yawn. Sergeant Holloway yelled at a girl the other day for yawning. Told her to give up and take her ass back to bed. The blurriness clears from my eyes, and I take in the paper Marshall’s holding out in front of me. A big blue 60 sits at the top.
“Lucky guess.” I shrug and internally praise myself for such a normal answer. I want to tell him that I bought and read his course textbook in one night, then found copies of all the exams online. I mentally awarded him credit for the obvious choices and then assumed he’d chase his tail on the more open-ended statements, the way he’d done two days ago when we were studying. That probable score worked out to be 60.
He narrows his gaze at me but doesn’t say anything else. The paper gets tucked into his bag, which is resting on the track that surrounds the obstacle course.
“Private Collins!” Holloway shouts, then blows his whistle to follow up. “Ready for duty?”
Marshall jumps to attention. “Yes, sir.”
“We won’t be stopping after the first three stations like we did during the last session,” Holloway explains, pacing in front of the twenty-two students. “Each and every one of you will complete this course in its entirety. Private Collins will demonstrate. Pay close attention to the safety precautions on the wall climb and rope station. If you kill yourself, you get an F.”
Jesus Christ, talk about a lack of logical reasoning. The student handbook clearly states that deceased students can’t be graded, therefore they can’t be flunked.
Marshall takes off, first running through the tires, then under the wire for the army crawl station. He’s got a very specific technique on the army crawl that I could have used the other day. I make a mental note to try his way. Hopefully I won’t end up eating a mouthful of sand for breakfast. After running across a wooden balance beam, he quickly moves on to a long rope that’s spread between two beams but less than three feet off the ground. Marshall turns upside down and hangs from it like a possum, then climbs across it without landing in the sand pit. (I’m assuming we aren’t supposed to land in the sand.)
The hardest obstacle by far is the wall at the end. Marshall uses a rope to help him make it up the twelve-foot wall, but even with the rope, it requires a great deal of upper-body strength, something a large portion of the females here won’t have—including me.
After climbing down the ladder on the other side of the wall, Marshall returns to the group, only slightly out of breath. Does he come here and train on this course in the middle of the night or something?
“I didn’t realize that you were a private,” I whisper.
“I’m not,” he says. “Holloway just likes to pretend, I guess.”
I poke my elbow into his side. “Some would view that as abnormal behavior.”
“We should ask Kelsey. I know how much you love analytical conversations with psych majors.” Marshall flashes me a grin, and I reply by sticking out my tongue at him.
“Private Collins will be assisting at the wall to make sure none of you try anything stupid,” Hollow shouts.
Two girls behind me start laughing, and one says, “I’m totally sacrificing my body so that hot piece of ass can catch me.”
Oh, lord.
The whistle is blown a few more times, each sharp eruption causing a pain right between my eyes. I wonder how many decibels that thing puts out. Might be causing some minor eardrum damage. We line up in front of the tires as instructed, and I catch Marshall’s arm and whisper, “Watch out for falling girls.”
He gives me a mock salute. “Yes, sir.”
Before I can reply with some unintelligent but choice words, my gaze zooms in on Sergeant Holloway’s left leg. There’s a scar from a transverse incision. “He’s had a knee replacement, hasn’t he?”
Marshall’s eyes follow where mine have landed. “Yeah, he has. How did you know?”
“That’s why he needs a TA,” I say, more to myself than to him. “He can’t be more than thirty-five. What happened?”
“Iraq,” Marshall says. “But he’s still living the life, you know?”
Or bitter and unable to accept his injury and move on to something non-military. I guess being a college PE teacher would fall under non-military, but it sure as hell doesn’t feel like that right now. The other day, he used the phrase “This is war, people!” at least three times. What war are we preparing for, exactly? Final exams at a mediocre university? Petrifying.
“You!” Holloway blows the whistle right in my face. “Go first!”
Great.
I don’t consider myself an unfit person. I participate in rigorous exercise at least five days per week. (Though I missed days here and there during my internship because we’d sometimes work twenty-four-hour shifts.) And I always make sure to choose a variety of forms—cardio, strength, and yoga. The hospital has an excellent facility for employees and plenty of classes as well, but I’m not even close to prepared for this level of strength and agility. Not with that big wall waiting for me at the last station.
Despite my efforts to focus on the positive and envision the different muscle groups I’m strengthening, I can’t help thinking, as I’m spitting out sand while crawling on my belly under wires, How the hell is this going to help me get into Johns Hopkins’s residency program? How the hell is this going to make me a fully qualified doctor?
Holloway keeps blowing his whistle and shouting, “Move it!” But I can’t tell if it’s directed to me or to the students who follow me at thirty-second intervals. The rope for the possum climb cuts into my wrists and ankles, leaving more than a dozen scrapes. By the time I get to the wall where Marshall is poised to assist falling girls, two students have passed me and I’m bent over, clutching my side.
There are actually two ropes in front of this wall; one has knots and one is smooth. Marshall hands me the knotted one while I’m still hunched over. “It’s easier to climb this one.”
A guy zooms up and grabs the rope beside me, flying up the wall in only a few seconds. I shake out my arms. They’re trembling and weak from the possum crawl. I grip the rope with as much strength as I can muster, but when I place my feet on the wall, they just slide right off again, landing in the gravel.
“You have to lean back and put your feet flat against the wall,” Marshall instructs.
I try his way and end up swinging side to side out of control.
“Bend your knees,” he adds.
His technique works fairly well, and I’m able to make it about halfway, but then my arms give out and I’m falling fast. “Shit!”
But of course Mr. TA Extraordinaire (or should I say Private Collins?) is there to catch me. He moves quickly, grabbing me around the waist and allowing my feet to hit the ground first. Holloway blows his whistle again and stomps over to us. He nods toward the other side of the wall. “Go around, Jenkins!”
My eyebrows shoot up. “I thought the point was to go over the wall.”
Marshall pulls me back while another girl takes the rope and struggles but manages to climb to the top.
Holloway rolls his eyes. “If you fall and break your neck, my ass is on the line. Go around!”
I’ve now watched three female students reach the top, and all of them appear to have more body mass than I. I should be able to do this. I’ve lifted hundreds of patients onto gurneys and operating tables.
“I need some help,” one of the girls who ogled Marshall earlier says.
He doesn’t even hesitate, putting his hands all over her and lifting her up the wall.
I wait for a few more students to go over—two get a reprieve, like I did, and are told to walk around the wall—then I grab the rope again. “I can do this,” I tell Marshall, whose mouth has just fallen open in protest.
I plant my feet and bend my knees like he instructed, and this time I get past the halfway point before feeling the sensation of my arms ready to give out again. I release my feet from the wall, hang straight down, then let go of the rope so I can land in the gravel. I come down on my hands and knees, but it’s better than flat on my back, like I would have done the first time if Marshall hadn’t caught me.
“Go around, Jenkins,” Holloway repeats, giving the whistle a sharp toot. “Graduation is in four years. I’d hate for you to miss it.”
“Actually, it’s three years, eight months, and—”
Fweeeee!
I’m going to kidnap, murder, and bury that damn whistle.
Marshall shoves me from behind, toward the other side of the wall, and I have no choice but to concede. For now.
A few minutes later, Holloway has half the group lined up at the start line of the track and the other half inside the track, paired up with a current runner. My partner is a guy who lapped me on the obstacle course, completing three circuits while I attempted and failed to get over the wall just once.
“Four laps around is one mile,” Holloway says, “By the end of this semester, each and every one of you will be running a mile in under nine minutes. Count your partner’s laps and if I catch anyone cheating …” He makes a slicing motion across his neck with his index finger. “And ten bucks for anyone who beats Private Collins’s time.”
Marshall, now poised at the start line, makes an obvious effort to groan, like he hadn’t planned on trying too hard. But right before Holloway starts the first group, I see his muscles tense. He’s ready to pounce. It’s obvious that he loves the challenge. Before eight in the morning, I should note.
My partner moves through the pack quickly to run beside Marshall. Is he going for the ten bucks? This could be an interesting showdown to observe. But I quickly realize that it’s pretty boring counting laps that take over a minute to complete. So it’s not surprising, especially after all the flirting the other night, that my eyes are glued to my RA, studying his stride, the way his calves flex each time his feet meet the ground. And then there are his glutes. Talk about some finely shaped muscles, and I get to stare at them for over half of each lap. Despite the fact that after three laps he’s on a six-minute-mile pace, there’s an ease about him—his shoulders are relaxed and pressed down, his arms swing in this casual manner, and his face is relaxed, too, but it’s also clear that he’s in the zone.
The guy I’m paired with slows down and is now more than half a lap behind Marshall, who easily finishes first, recording a time of six minutes and twenty seconds. When Holloway shouts the time, Marshall shakes his head and says, “Not my best.”
Show-off.
At least he’s finally red-faced and sweaty like the rest of us. The front of his shirt is completely soaked, too. He peels it off and wipes his face with it. With the sunlight hitting him, his skin looks more bronzed than when I’d seen him shirtless inside our dorm. But soon there’s a sea of shirtless guys to stare at as more students finish the run and remove excess clothing. The last runner finishes in eleven minutes fifteen seconds, and that was one of the girls who made it over the wall. Holloway is clearly disappointed with the small number of nine-minute miles, which is why I’ve got stomach butterflies as I take my place with the second half of the class. The last thing I want is to stand out for being the slowest runner in the class.
All during the first lap, I keep reminding myself that only a month ago I ran a 5K race with my dad. It was a hospital fund-raiser and employees were “strongly encouraged” to participate, so it wasn’t exactly by choice, but I trained for it and finished in twenty-seven minutes and forty seconds. If I could run three miles in that time, then surely I could do one in less than eleven minutes. It’s irrational and illogical to assume I’d be the last one just because the slowest runner so far was able to make it up that damn wall and I wasn’t.
I focus all my attention on the facts, the pure calculations to prove what I should be capable of achieving. I match my pace to a blond-haired guy several strides in front of me. I watch his back and measure his breathing, trying to keep my breaths in line with the pace. Right after the third lap, his breathing starts to shift. At first I think he’s running out of gas, slowing up his pace on purpose, but then his head tilts upward like he’s trying to expand his airway.
Something’s wrong.
I speed up until I’m within arm’s reach of him and then grab the back of his T-shirt, halting both our movements. “You need to stop.”
He’s wheezing with such effort, he’s now resorted to clutching his chest and making large movements with his upper back and shoulders, as if that will improve his ability to take in air. It won’t.
Sergeant Holloway crosses the track, walking as quickly as his artificial knee will allow. “He’s hyperventilating.” He rests a hand on the guy’s shoulder. “Longfield, put your head between your knees. I swear, you infants would drop like flies if, God forbid, I made you run two miles. Jesus Christ.”
Holloway has this way of sounding pissed off and abusive while at the same time showing obvious concern for our safety (maybe just because he doesn’t want to get in trouble for student injuries happening during his class).
“He’s not hyperventilating,” I say, studying the guy’s chest.
Shirtless Marshall has now joined us with a very concerned look on his face, his cell phone already in his hand. “Is it asthma? Does he have an inhaler?”
“Aha!” I’ve figured out the problem. I grab Longfield’s arm and flip it over. It’s covered in hives. Allergic reaction.
Longfield is panicking now. He can’t speak or respond. That seems to be enough of a clue for Marshall and a couple of other students who have gathered around to all pull out their cell phones to call 911. I tune out the voices and focus on the patient, pulling him down to the ground. I search his ankle first for a bracelet and then ask, even though he’s not likely to answer, “Where is it? Surely you’re not stupid enough to go somewhere without—”
But I don’t have to finish. My hand lands on a small pouch strapped to his waist. If he had run shirtless I would have noticed the pouch even before any symptoms hit and this diagnostic hunt wouldn’t have had to happen at all. I could have saved him the anaphylactic shock.
I snap the end cap off the EpiPen and pull up the leg of his gym shorts.
“What the hell—?” Holloway says just before I press the button sending the needle into Longfield’s thigh.
One one thousand, two one thousand, three one thousand …
After ten seconds, I remove the auto-injector, toss it aside, and massage the muscle in his thigh, making sure the medicine circulates. He finally pulls in a huge breath of air, gasping loudly. I press my fingers to his wrist and instinctively reach for an imaginary stethoscope around my neck. I have to settle for laying an ear against his chest, listening to his breathing. His heart rate speeds up as a result of the medicine. I lift my head when I hear his teeth chattering.
“Do you feel nauseous?” I ask.
He shakes head and closes his eyes. I decide not to take a chance and roll him slightly on his side. The reddish blue color of his face is quickly fading to pale and his hands and legs are visibly trembling.
“Is it nuts?”
He shakes his head again and his fingers grapple around for the sleeve of his shirt. When he lifts it, I lean closer and see the raised red mark. Immediately I play back our run around the track and try to recall him reacting to an insect sting, but can’t, despite the fact that I’d been staring at his back almost the whole time.
“Bees or wasps?”
“Bees,” he manages to say.
That explains his delayed concerns. Accidental ingestion of food allergens is much more common than being stung by a bee. At least he takes it seriously and carries the EpiPen on him.
“Izzy?”
I finally allow the background noise to reenter my radar. Marshall is kneeling in front of the patient, studying his face. “Why are his teeth chattering? Is he going into shock?”
“He already went into shock. It’s the epinephrine making him feel cold. That’s normal.”
Sirens blare in the background and quickly grow louder and closer. I press my fingers to his wrist again and tune out the noise, counting his beats. When I’m finished, there are two paramedics in front of us. I fight off the instinct to snatch one of their stethoscopes and listen to his chest.
“Pulse is one-eighty, epinephrine four minutes ago. He needs oxygen, albuterol treatment, and antihistamines,” I rattle off.
Both paramedics pause for a split second to look me over, probably trying to decide if I’m more than a student. “What’s his name?”
Oh. They aren’t jumping to the conclusion that I’m a teenage doctor; they think I’m his girlfriend or a relative. “I don’t know … something Longfield.”
“Joe,” Holloway says, reading off his clipboard. “Joseph Longfield.”
Both paramedics and Holloway are now giving me strange looks.
“Her sister has peanut allergies,” Marshall lies, coming to my rescue.
Okay, Izzy, you’re done. Back away from the patient. Pretend it’s an ER consult that turns out to be non-surgical.
I carefully slide backward, allowing the female paramedic to move into my spot. She’s collecting the used EpiPen, tucking it into her shirt pocket. She glances over at me. “How long ago, did you say?”
“Six now. His airway was completely constricted, so he might only have a few more minutes.”
Joe grabs hold of the girl’s shirt. “Wait, it’s gonna happen again?”
The girl gives him a warm smile. “Nope. Not a chance. We’ll take care of you.”
I finally feel secure enough to stand up and dust off my pants. Holloway shouts that class is over—duh—and then he follows the stretcher to the ambulance. I take my time walking over to the inside of the track to retrieve my water bottle, and on the way a couple of students pat me on the back and say, “Good job,” which is a nice contrast to the glares I got after the last class. The ambulance backs out of the parking lot, and Holloway is nowhere in sight. He must have gone to the hospital with Joe.
As I’m heading toward the dorm, I barely notice Marshall joining me. He holds his hand out in front of me, displaying the obvious tremble. “I’m still freaking out. How are you not?”
“You mean about blowing my cover?”
“I mean about the dude who almost died right in front of us!” Marshall stares at me, this incredulous expression on his face like I’m an alien and he can’t figure out what planet I’ve descended from. “He couldn’t breathe, right? It totally looked like he couldn’t breathe.”
“Probably swelling of the back of the throat and tongue.”
Marshall steps in front of me, grips my shoulders, and gives them a little shake. “That was fucking scary, wasn’t it? Just appease me and say yes, because I’m feeling like a total wimp right now.”
I laugh and shake myself from his grip. His shirt is tucked under his arm and I don’t want to get caught staring at his chest for too long. “Only scary if he hadn’t been prepared for the allergic reaction.” I do the calculations in my head. “I would have done CPR right away, so he probably would have made it to the hospital alive, since the paramedics responded so quickly—”
Joe Longfield may have been prepared for the bee sting, but I’m not prepared for Marshall to completely invade my personal space by wrapping his arms around me and give me a tight sweaty hug. Kissing, making out—that might not catch me by surprise too much, but hugging … “Please be around if or when I ever almost die, Izzy.”
“There’s so much wrong with that statement, I’m not even going to respond.” My voice is muffled against his skin, but I make an effort to glance around and see if anyone is watching. Marshall doesn’t seem to take this getting-in-trouble-for-getting-frisky-with-a-resident issue seriously. “You’re pretty sneaky about all this accidental touching.”
He releases me and steps back. “What do you mean?”
“Almost kissing me, what, twice now? And at least thirteen incidents of skin-to-skin touching, beginning with the unnecessary blindfold, but usually it’s carefully inserted into our current conversation and very relevant, so … well done, Marsh. You have a gift.” I flash him a grin and wait for him to look flustered or backpedal and make up excuses.
He returns the smile and continues walking toward our building. “Oh … I guess I should have said, ‘What do you mean by accidental?’ ” He leans in, the tip of his nose brushing against the side of my face, causing a shiver to run up my spine. “I assure you that if I get into your personal space, it’s completely intentional.”
My mouth falls open, but I have no words to counter with.
There’s an exuberant bounce to his step, especially for someone who just ran a six-minute-twenty-second mile. “I feel totally high right now. Let’s go find some more victims to rescue. Maybe someone OD’d on beer in one of the frat houses last night—wanna check?”
I roll my eyes. “Why is it that I’m labeled the weird one?”
The amusement falls from his face and his expression turns serious. “I guess I didn’t realize that you did, you know, like real doctor stuff.”
“What did you think I did?” I shake my head. People are so strange sometimes.
He shrugs. “I don’t know. Like diagnostic equations or answering fancy questions?”
I laugh. “Fancy questions?”
“Genius-people questions.” He holds the door open to the dorm, letting me in first. “So you’ve been in charge of patients and actual treatment? Can you do anything crazy, like take out an appendix?”
“I’m a surgical intern, so yeah. Appendectomies are typically one of the first solo surgeries doctors perform.”
His mouth falls open. “You’ve done it alone?”
“If by alone you mean with half a dozen nurses, a couple of anesthesiologists, and a resident and an attending watching over my shoulder, then yes.”
“Damn,” he mumbles under his breath. “I almost forgot … I have something for you to look at in my room.”
I charge up the stairs ahead of him. “Is this your way of getting me alone for some more intentional touching? Because if it is, I think we should shower first, don’t you?”
“I love how you act like it doesn’t rattle you. And no, that’s not exactly what I had in mind. Especially after being labeled unprofessional the other night by my co-workers.”
Does that mean he’s not going to almost kiss me again? Or actually kiss me? Is it really against the RA rules? Maybe I need to get hold of his employee handbook.
I do my best to ignore the tiny nudge of disappointment that wells up inside me. I really need to make more friends. Meet some different guys. Then I’ll be able to shift my thoughts elsewhere.

I refuse to enter Marshall’s room until both of us have showered and changed. By the time I’m approaching his door again, pulling my wet hair into a bun, he’s got his cell phone pressed to his ear. But he nods for me to come in, and after I do, he closes the door almost all the way, then reaches for it again, swinging it halfway open. Hmm … concerned about his professionalism again?
“Did you tell anyone?” he says to whomever he’s on the phone with. “Not even your teacher?”
He wraps up his conversation in under a minute and sets his phone down on the desk beside where I’m standing. “My littlest little sister, Allie. She’s having trouble with some kids at school.”
“Hold old is she?” I ask.
“Eight. And she’s terrible about standing up for herself. It sucks.” He shakes his head. “I forgot to call her back last night. I feel like an ass.”
I open my mouth to ask another question, but I’m interrupted by Marshall’s phone playing a Selena Gomez song. I glance at the name. I can’t help myself.
Peppercorn.
Marshall swipes it up and sighs before he answers, holding up one finger, instructing me to wait. “Hey, P … Yeah, I know. I just talked to her.… What do you want me to do?” He leans over his desk and jots down an email address. “I already know what Dad will say.” He laughs. “Don’t forget, if all else fails, kick ’em in the nuts.”
He hangs up again and powers up his laptop. “I’m sorry, Izzy. Do you have class?”
“Not until eleven.” I walk over to the bed and plop down on the end.
“I just need to send an email to Allie’s teacher,” he says. “It’ll take two seconds. Allie’s afraid to tell my parents. My dad still lives by the motto ‘Stand up to bullies,’ and that doesn’t fly in today’s school system. And my mom goes nuts because someone’s bothering her baby, you know?”
“I’ve dealt with my share of bullies,” I admit, thinking about my early years in foster care. It was every kid for himself or herself. The ultimate exercise in survival of the fittest—attention from the adults in our lives being the most sought-after prize.
“Was that another one of your sisters who called?” I ask. I still can’t get over the fact that he has four siblings.
Marshall keeps his back to me, typing his email. “Yeah, that’s my second-littlest sister, Renee.”
“Why does your phone call her Peppercorn?”
He turns around to face me and laughs. “I can’t tell you that. You’ll think it’s mean.”
“Come on,” I plead. “I’m not exactly Miss Ethical over here, so spill.”
He goes back to his email but continues talking. “Me and my older brother, Jesse, gave her a peppercorn when she was five and told her it was chocolate. She ate it.”
I snatch a pillow from the bed and throw it at the back of his head. “You’re right, that’s so mean. And you must not be sorry or you wouldn’t have kept up with the nickname.”
He shrugs, hits Send on his email, and then stands up. “She likes the name. Eight years later and she’s still incredibly proud of the fact that she didn’t shed a tear. She’s the opposite of Allie. Grits her teeth and doesn’t let anyone see that she’s upset.”
I retrieve the thrown pillow and arrange it neatly on the bed again. “So what’s the deal with these bullies? She’s not a super-genius, is she? Because I know all about that kind of bullying.” That’s the reason my parents went with home-schooling until I was allowed to start college.
And this is the type of small talk I’m supposed to be making, right? Asking for information rather than learning it through observation.
He shakes his head but seems to hesitate, like he can’t decide if he wants to explain but finally does. “Allie walks kind of weird, trips a lot. Her foot turns in.”
“Internal tibial torsion or increased femoral anteversion?”
Marshall scratches his head, his forehead wrinkling. “No idea. Should I know that?”
“To what degree is she turning inward?” I hold my hand up and turn my fingers toward my chest to demonstrate. His face is still blank, which makes me laugh. “Never mind. Have they put her in a brace or suggested any surgeries?”
“No.” He seems pleased with himself that he’s able to answer one question at least.
“It’s increased femoral anteversion. The anteversion manifests because of the way the femur is attached to the hip socket. Her femur is slightly twisted.” I tap my right thigh. “The only way to correct it is to surgically remove the entire leg and reattach it—”
Marshall lifts his hands to stop me. “See? This is why I hesitated to explain. That sounds barbaric.”
“Which is why no orthopedic surgeon would perform that surgery unless, maybe, the anteversion was so severe the patient couldn’t walk.”
“We’re talking about my baby sister, not a patient. It’s not possible for me to discuss leg removal of any kind with Allie involved. But,” he says, clearly ready to change the subject, “I have involved my sisters in another, more relevant topic.” He walks across the room and stands in front of his large white board. There’s a towel draped over it. “With their help, I’ve created an extensive list of typical college and teenage activities you may have missed out on due to your unconventional education.”
I straighten up, my eyebrows already rising. This should be interesting. Marshall yanks the towel off, revealing his neatly written list.
Izzy’s Educational To-Do List
Created by Marshall Collins with collaborative input from Renee and Tracy Collins
1. Cultural assimilation: attend a school athletic event (Tracy recommends a football game, Marshall and Renee agree).
2. Literature: read at least five novels that are popular with female teenagers and have zero educational value (Renee recommends Twilight series books, Tracy says anything but Twilight; Marshall has never been a female teenager).
3. Chemistry: experiment with alcohol and/or other substances with similar purpose (Marshall did not seek out input from his sisters on this subject because he refuses to acknowledge that, at thirteen and sixteen, his sisters may know something about illegal substance use).
4. Art and design: create and use a fake ID (again, only Marshall’s idea).
5. Applied sciences: engage in rebellious acts (Tracy suggests a school-related prank, Renee suggests breaking school dress code but didn’t take into consideration the difference between her Catholic grade-school uniform and an average university dress code, and Marshall recommends cheating on a test).
6. Social studies: develop a variety of relationships (Tracy says dating multiple boys at once though Marshall says sixteen-year-old girls should not date any boys, Renee says eighth-grade boys are too immature to date, and Marshall recommends starting slow—like not pissing off your roommate for a week).
“What did you tell your sisters about me?” I ask after absorbing the list.
“That you’re a foreign exchange student and I’m helping you fit in.”
I laugh. “How many different lies are you going to come up with to explain why I’m such an oddity?”
He takes a seat in his desk chair, looking me over carefully. “You’re not an oddity, Izzy.”
The weight of his stare alone is enough to cause goose bumps to pop up all over my arms. I rub them hard, trying to force my skin back to normal. Maybe it isn’t just his stare. Maybe it’s the image of Marshall consciously seeking out advice from his sisters, standing in front of the board, probably last night, and writing down that list.
And what have I done to keep up my end of the deal? Helped him get a 60 on his latest quiz? I can do better than that. I have to do better than that.
“I’d like to start with applied sciences,” I say.
He looks back at the list, scanning it quickly. “The prank or the dress code violation?”
“Let’s go with your idea: cheating on a test.”
Surprise fills his expression. “All right, I’m listening …”


Chapter 10
“So what’s the deal with you and Marshall?” Kelsey asks.
I’ve noticed, over the past few days, that whenever she wants to have one of her psychoanalytical chats she sits at my desk instead of hers. Can we psychoanalyze that?
I shut the angsty teen novel I’ve been choking down for the last hour and roll over on my bed to face her. “What do you mean?”
“You spend a lot of time in his room,” she says, adjusting her black sports bra, then bending down to retie her shoes.
“With the door open,” I make sure to point out.
She allows a long, dramatic silence to fall between us before finally responding. “Marshall’s a really decent guy, but he’s not perfect. And I’ve never seen him date the same girl more than a couple times, probably long enough to bang her and move on. Not that he’s a man whore, just a typical guy having fun. And he’s had lots of gaps between girls, so he’s not always dating someone or anything—”
I’m laughing too hard for Kelsey to continue. “I guess you think home-schooled equates to zero experience with casual hookups?” Since I don’t fit the typical profile of a home-schooled student, I have to goad her a bit to find out what her version of this type is.
Kelsey’s eyebrows shoot up. “You seemed pretty freaked about my one-night stand. And now you’re hanging with Marsh all the time, reading books about girls obsessed with a boy. You never study. I’m not sure what classes you’re taking besides the one that Marsh is in, or even if you go to class at all. What am I supposed to think other than naive girl drowning in her crush on the older, more experienced boy?”
“First off …” I take a breath and bite back the rising frustration. “I’ve pretty much only done the casual hookup thing. I’ve never even been in the same universe as a relationship. But I would never let any of my naked female anatomy come in contact with naked male anatomy without proof of a clean bill of health. That doesn’t make me a naive prude.”
Her eyes widen, and she pulls herself upright. I immediately sit up and turn around. Marshall’s standing in the doorway, his hand raised in a fist like he’s about to knock on the door frame. Kelsey jumps to her feet and turns to me. “To be continued …”
Great. I can’t wait.
The second she’s out of the room, I lean against the wall and focus on the other side of the room over Marshall’s shoulder. I’m not willing to make eye contact at the moment. “I thought you had U.S. history.”
“Our quiz took ten minutes and then we were allowed to leave.” He picks up my latest novel and takes a seat on Kelsey’s bed. “How’s the book?”
I figure we’re not going to talk about what he most likely overheard. “Honestly, you should forbid your sisters from reading this shit. I didn’t think it was possible to lose IQ points from reading, but I’m positive I just did.”
“Good thing you have a few extra to spare.” He flips through the book, keeping his head down. “My brother gave me his tickets to the football game next Saturday. We should go.”
The way he says it, it doesn’t feel like it’s just an item on Izzy’s Educational To-Do List, but I could be overanalyzing this. Yet another reason that I really need to meet some new boys. ASAP.
“We can watch Kelsey cheer. That’s a good roommate bonding activity, right?”
“Yeah, sure.” He closes the book and sets it beside him. “Look, Izzy …” Okay, here we go—the “I have to be professional even if you have a crush on me” speech. “About your applied science plan …” All right, maybe not. “I’m not sure I can do that. It feels like I’m using you, and I don’t want that. Besides, you can’t take every test for me. At some point I have to learn the material.”
I roll my eyes and stand up. “Go get your books and laptop. We’ll study, you’ll learn as much as you can, and then I’ll make sure you get a decent enough grade to maintain your B average. You’re going to be a gym teacher, not a doctor. Who cares if you memorize all the names of the bones?” I look him over carefully. “Now can you ditch the bullshit guilt?”
His mouth pulls into that sexy half smile. “I think you gave a very convincing argument.”

While I’m waiting for Marshall to come back, my cell phone rings. I check the screen and hit ignore the second I see it’s Mom.
I’ve been doing this a lot lately, but I’m not sure if it’s because I’m angry with my parents or if the fear of being alone is so heavy right now that I’m already trying to distance myself—ease out of their lives so that it hurts less later on.

I enter the unfamiliar lecture hall keeping my head up and making sure I appear completely confident in my need to be here for this exam. Marshall’s seated in the second-to-last row, just like we’d discussed over the past week. He doesn’t even glance over his shoulder to check if I’m here or not while the TAs are handing out test booklets. When the stack gets to Marshall, he turns no more than thirty degrees, sticks the booklet out in front of me, and spins to face forward again. I quickly jot down Marshall’s name and student ID number. All his studying helped him get a 77 on the last quiz, so he instructed me to aim for something not too flashy—like an 88.
It takes me exactly six minutes to scan the test and answer all fifty multiple choice and true/false questions correctly. And I’ll admit, my heart is pounding in that fearful yet excited way. It’s a lot like the feeling I’d get when a new gunshot-wound case was wheeled into the ER and Dr. Rinehart would let me examine the patient first and identify the bullet entry and exit wounds.
The process of choosing the six questions Marshall is likely to answer incorrectly isn’t very difficult, either, considering I’ve been pulling my hair out studying with him for the last week.
4. The basic unit of life is ____
A. The cell
B. Water
C. The atom
D. The heart
We’d studied this question many times and the dialogue went something like this …
“Easy. The heart.”
“No. The cell.”
“Okay, so it’s like the basic unit of life as in all living creatures, I thought this was a human anatomy course.”
“Regardless, it would still be the cell. And you know what? This is one question that will be on the exam exactly like this. No tricks or scenarios to talk yourself in circles around. All you have to do is memorize it.”
“But all those other answer choices are so tempting. I can’t just memorize it. I need a song or something to remember. Can you make up a song, Izzy?”
“Make up your own damn song!”
I smile down at the test booklet, erase A, and switch it to C.
28. Based on basic tissue type, which of the following terms does not belong grouped with the others?
A. Cartilage
B. Blood
C. Muscle
D. Ligament
“I have no idea.”
“Muscle. We’ve done this one three times already and I’ve told you the answer three times.”
“How do you memorize stuff?”
“I don’t know.”
“Ha! Finally, a question the great and powerful Izzy can’t answer.”
“Shut up. And surely you’ve memorized something in your life?”
“The Lord’s Prayer, but I spent nine years in Catholic school reciting it every single morning. It was more like brainwashing than memorization.”
“Anything else?”
“ ‘That groupie? She was a Band-Aid … all she did was love your band and you used her, all of you!’ ”
“What the hell was that?”
“Almost Famous.”
“Who’s almost famous?”
“You mean what is Almost Famous. It’s a movie. A fucking awesome movie. Okay, adding to Izzy’s Educational To-Do List item number seven—watch any and all fucking amazing movies that she has been deprived of.”
“If this is anything like the angsty teen novels, I’m vetoing addendum number seven.”
Once I’ve finished everything on the test and given Marshall his requested 88, I watch him from behind—his pencil is constantly being flipped over while he erases and recasts his answers. I can’t see his forehead from behind, but I’m sure it’s wrinkled and tense. By the time we’re told to pass our papers forward, it’s hard to tell if he’s made it through all fifty questions or not, but regardless, it doesn’t matter. His test will be tossed in the garbage. I’m not sure why he even bothered to try to answer all the questions.
Marshall heads out of the lecture hall before me, and by the time I catch up to him, he’s walking shoulder to shoulder with a tall blond girl who sat beside him during the test. I slow up my pace and keep several steps between me and them.
“I’ll be at the game Saturday,” Marshall says, “but I’m sitting in the alumni section.”
The girl practically bats her eyelashes at him. I roll my eyes and scowl at her back.
“I’ve got an extra ticket in the student section. You could always give your seat to someone else, couldn’t you?” she says in the singsong voice that I’ve heard when nurses are trying to convince pediatric patients to take their meds or eat their lunch. It’s part sales pitch, part I-don’t-care-either-way. “Give me your number and I’ll text you where I’m sitting. Just in case.” She holds her hand out, and it takes me a minute to figure out what she wants.
Marshall removes his cell phone from the pocket of his gym shorts and hands it over. They chat about some TV show I’ve never heard of while she enters her number into his phone and then sends herself a text from him.
It occurs to me right then that Marshall’s never given me his number. But then again, I’ve never asked or offered up mine. It’s not like I can’t find him if I need to. But still …
Finally the blond girl heads toward a building in a different direction and Marshall stops and turns to face me. I jump because I had no idea he knew I was behind him, and I end up dropping my books onto the slightly damp grass.
Marshall bends over to pick them up, dusting off the front cover of my notebook before dropping them into my arms again. “So,” he whispers, glancing around, “how’d I do?”
“You got an eighty-eight.” I pick up my pace, heading toward the building where my next class is held.
He jogs to catch up with me. “Do you think there’s a Roland Juniper enrolled in this school?”
“Why? Is that the name you made up for your test?”
He shrugs. “Maybe.”
“Most people put something like Donald Duck or Miley Cyrus to avoid further investigation when a university employee attempts to enter the grade into the system.”
Marshall’s amused expression falls, and worry replaces it. I don’t know why I’m snapping his head off. Maybe it’s PMS. Maybe it’s the fact that I’m not in his phone like the random blond girl and he’s never sent me a text.
“So you have done this before,” he accuses.
I roll my eyes but keep them forward. “No, but I’ve been a TA for three different professors at the University of Chicago and shredded plenty of Donald Duck’s exam papers.”
“So that’s how you came up with this plan,” he says, the smile returning. “And what course was Donald Duck enrolled in? I never took him to be an intellectual.”
“Intro to Bioengineering. And believe it or not, they let all kinds of unintelligent people into college classes.” I blow a wisp of hair off my face in an effort to calm myself and then point a finger off to the right, where our dorm is located. “Shouldn’t you be going that way?”
“I’m coming to class with you,” he says, as though we’ve discussed this on many occasions, when in fact we haven’t at all. “You helped me, I’m gonna help you now.”
I stop in the grass, possibly to prevent him from knowing where my class is, but that’s pointless since there’s a big brick building in front of me and not much else. “Thanks, but I don’t think I’ll be needing your assistance in my lit course. I’d like to pass this class if that’s all right with you.”
“Ouch.” He frowns but doesn’t budge. “I’m getting A’s in everything but anatomy. And I’m not here for academic assistance. You said that you’re very close to getting booted out of this class, too, and we’re almost past the drop deadline.…”
I release a frustrated breath and take off at my brisk pace again. “Whatever.”
He nudges my shoulder with his, then tugs at my ponytail. “What’s with you today?”
“PMS.” It’s the best answer I can give him, because honestly, I don’t know what’s with me.
“I see what you’re doing,” he says, holding the door open for me. I refuse it and open the door on the left, letting myself inside. “But you must have forgotten that I have sisters, and it’s been a long time since I could be scared off by female problems. Plus, if I’m gonna teach high school gym, I gotta be ready for the girls who want to use menstrual cramps as an excuse to get out of running laps or whatever, right?”
“Right. Because menstrual cramps are never a legit excuse for omitting strenuous exercise.”
His mouth falls open. “Well—”
I pound my feet into the stairs, taking them two at a time. “Have you ever experienced the sensation of your body shedding its uterine lining?”
“Pretty sure that I don’t have a uterus …”
“Would you let a male student sit out after getting kicked in the balls?”
We reach the second-floor landing, and this time Marshall doesn’t even try to hold the door for me. “We’re about to have a feminist lecture, aren’t we?”
I groan. “This is why you suck at anatomy. Which is what we’re discussing right now. Not feminism.”
Ken, my instructor, who refuses to be called by anything but his first name, immediately forms his mouth into a thin line at the sight of me entering the classroom. “Izzy,” he says with a nod, then turns his eyes curiously to Marshall. After a couple of sessions with Ken, it’s pretty obvious that Marshall is more his type than mine. “And I don’t know you …?”
“Marshall Collins.” He grins and sticks out his hand to shake my teacher’s. Suck-up. Seriously. “I’m Izzy’s friend. She told me how amazing this class is, and I need an English elective next semester, so I figured I could sit in, if you don’t mind?”
“Izzy said my class is amazing?” Ken’s eyebrows are practically to his hairline. “That’s very … interesting.”
I smile sweetly but can’t bring myself to speak for fear of saying what I’m thinking. Instead, I slide into my usual seat in the middle of the room.
“Which electives are you considering?” Ken asks Marshall.
“Well, I’ll be honest with you. Twentieth-century American literature is appealing to the World War I lover in me a bit more than poetry is, but I’m not making any hasty decisions.”
Oh, God, please tell me Ken is going to see through this bullshit and kick him out. If not, I’ve lost faith in the human race.
“Wow, that is a tough choice. Even I don’t know which is better. Of course, my first answer is both, but that’s the English major in me talking.” He scans Marshall from head to toe. “And you don’t look like an English major.”
Gag. Talk about a lack of professionalism. I tune them out and turn to the guy beside me. He sits in the same seat every class and always has a carton of chocolate milk. He’s not hot like Marshall, but he’s decent-looking. That could be perfect for me. Someone who wouldn’t be capable of both pissing me off and turning me on in a span of five minutes. And he’s not my resident advisor. Another plus.
“So …,” I say, waiting for him to look up. When he does, I blurt out, “Can I have your number?”
His eyes widen and he actually leans back a little, putting more space between us. “Um … what—I mean, why?”
I suddenly realize this is probably not the best approach. “I have to miss class next week. Just wanted to be able to call someone to find out the—”
“Homework?” he finishes, and I nod. “Uh, sure.”
He jots down “Lance” in messy chicken scratch on the corner of his notebook page. He’s got nothing on Marshall’s mastery of cursive writing. I accept the phone number on torn paper even though I’ve already memorized it.
“Thanks, this could come in handy.” I think for a second about how Marshall has mentioned several times the need to be relatable, to make people feel at ease. “Ken seems to have put me on his watch list, so I don’t want to take any chances by missing classwork, you know? My parents would kill me if I got a C in an English course.”
He blows air out of his cheeks, looking relieved. “Yeah, totally know what you mean. But my mom would freak about a B, so consider yourself lucky. I thought being out of high school would keep them out of my grades. Apparently I was wrong.” He must be less afraid of me now because he actually leans in closer, just as Marshall slides into the seat on my other side. “You know, just a suggestion, but some people find it easier to get a good grade when they adopt the teacher’s opinions. My mom always tells me that you only have to agree with them for a semester and then you can go back to your own ideals.”
It takes every ounce of effort I can muster to avoid rolling my eyes. I’m not an expert, but I’m pretty sure repeated mentions of your mother’s sayings are not the best way to impress a college girl. I force a smile. “Thanks for the tip. I’ll remember that.”
Marshall snorts back a laugh but does nothing except shake his head when I glare at him. I make a big deal of entering Lance’s number into my phone and then tuck it away when Ken stands in front of us ready to force more idealistic views on impressionable young minds.
“Let’s pick up where we left off last time,” he says. “The Edgar Allan Poe poem, the eleventh and twelfth stanzas …”
“This poem is so freakin’ long,” someone behind me mutters. Maybe I do have things in common with my peers.
Ken clears his throat and begins reading:
“And so it lies, happily,


Bathing in many


A dream of the truth


And the beauty of Annie—


Drowned in a bath


Of the tresses of Annie.


She tenderly kissed me,


She fondly caressed,


And then I fell gently


To sleep on her breast—


Deeply to sleep


From the heaven of her breast.”


“Do we know who Annie is?” a girl behind me asks.
Ken walks to the board and picks up a dry-erase marker. “We know that Poe was engaged to a woman at the time of his death, but we don’t know her name. Before that, he was married to a woman named Virginia—”
“Yeah, his cousin,” I can’t help adding despite the fact I highly doubt Ken is interested in hearing my thoughts.
The marker pauses against the board. “True, Izzy. Virginia Clem was his cousin.”
Maybe it’s because Marshall’s here today, or maybe I’ve caused Ken to hit his boiling point, but he surprises me by turning around and addressing me. “I’m sure you are packed full of details on Poe and his life, which is extremely useful information to have. However, I would really love to hear your thoughts on the actual poetry.”
I hate his condescending tone. I hate that he’s intentionally trying to embarrass me, and that my face is heating up, though I’m pretty sure it’s more from anger than anything else. I think Lance the momma’s boy had a point when he recommended I shut up and nod my agreement with Ken’s every thought and feeling.
“I find it hard to truly analyze his creative words without holding them beside his life and what kind of person he was,” I say, forcing myself to speak slowly and carefully.
Ken walks around and sits on the edge of his desk. His gaze flits to Marshall for a moment and then back to me. “What kind of person was Poe?”
I snort back a laugh. “That’s impossible to answer in the span of this class period.”
“Five words or less,” he challenges.
“Spoiled.” I hold up one finger, preparing to tick them off one at a time. “Churlish, alcoholic, petulant, underachiever.”
I don’t usually think much of poets or songwriters, I don’t care about their lives or backgrounds, but Edgar Allan Poe and I have quite a few things in common. Poe’s parents died when he was very young. He was taken in by a rich man who wanted nothing but to help Poe reach his intellectual and human potential, thus creating a spoiled, ungrateful man. My birth mother died when I was a baby, and foster families took me in, then rejected me. But my parents did the opposite—they adored and cherished me every second of my childhood. Then take that kid and make her the poster student for a prestigious university, have adults fawn over her on a daily basis, and watch the monster she becomes. I snapped my fingers and professors, secretaries, and TAs came running to listen to me whine and give me whatever I wanted.
Lucky for me, unlike Poe, I had a year of being a surgical intern that almost completely wiped that attitude from me. It’s strange to even think of myself as that monster of a girl anymore. I hope she’s gone for good. And looking back on her reign, I think I’ve always held on to some of that loneliness from my first five years of life, from not belonging to anyone or any specific place.
And now my dad has his own condo. My mom will have her own place soon. And strangers will move into the house that I grew up in.
I know it isn’t true, but it feels like I’m back to where I was years ago: lonely.
“Interesting description, Izzy,” Ken says, interrupting my thoughts. “Anyone else have trouble matching the author with the words in the poem?”
“Spoiled and having material things and opportunities doesn’t equate to happiness or success,” Marshall says. “Maybe he was lonely? He sounds lonely in this section of the poem.”
I snap my head around to gape at him. Did he read my mind?
“I like where you’re going with this,” Ken says to Marshall.
Seriously? He’s not even in this class.
Marshall flashes me a devious grin and then goes on to compare the physical actions of Poe laying his head on Annie’s breast to a majorly far-fetched theory that Annie is actually his pillow. After his first wife (and cousin—gross) died and he needed someone to take care of him while he was sick, add some feverish delusion and you end up with a pillow impersonating a woman.
“Very creative,” Ken says, then turns to Lance, on my other side. “What about you, Lance? Do you agree with our guest?”
“Totally,” Lance says.
Oh my God, does anyone in this class own a spine besides me?
I keep my mouth shut for the remaining torturous minutes, but once class is over, it’s obvious that Marshall and I are not anywhere near being on the same page.
“Why does it look like smoke is about to come out of your ears?” he asks.
“There is no way smoke will be emerging from my ears.” I push past students in the crowded hallway. “And you’re not coming to class with me ever again.”
Marshall dodges some shirtless guys running through the hall with red letters painted on their chests. “Why not? I thought that went well. I even took notes.”
We finally make it outside into the fresh air. I was suffocating in that classroom, sitting beside Marshall for an entire hour. I inhale the slightly humid air and take in the scent of freshly mown grass. “You wasted your time, then. That poem isn’t worth remembering. Especially if your memorization capabilities are limited to one passage every nine years.”
And this is why I don’t have any real friends. Elevated intelligence allows me to know exactly where to hit and cause the most damage.
“I wasn’t taking notes on the poem,” Marshall says, ignoring my jab. “I was taking notes on you.”
Maybe I’m not the only one who knows exactly where to hit.
I close my eyes, draw in a deep breath, and turn around to face him. “As endearing as your desire to advise is, I don’t think I can handle being a science experiment any longer. Keep your notes to yourself.”
His face tightens. “I didn’t think failure was something you were willing to accept. Guess I was wrong.”
“You don’t know anything about me,” I snap. “You think one single professor would dare give me a grade below an A? I was the key component to the University of Chicago’s huge PR stunt. I’ve never even been allowed the opportunity to fail.”
The words are out of my mouth before I have a chance to process this brand-new revelation.
“Except you failed to get into Johns Hopkins. Isn’t that why you’re here?”
Yes, but now I feel a thousand miles from that goal. “What do you want from me, Marshall?”
He takes the books from under my arm and sets them on a bench beside us. “I want you to admit that you’re pissed off because I gave that girl in my class my number.”
Jesus Christ. He’s either really arrogant or way more perceptive than I gave him credit for. I squeeze my hands into fists. “Are you actually that full of yourself?”
“Maybe.” He shrugs. “But I’m right. I know I’m right. And nice job with Mr. Chocolate Milk, by the way. I think he’ll be sleeping with his curtains closed and door locked from now on. Have you listened to anything I’ve told you? Be relatable. Offer up some piece of yourself that people can connect with.”
“I did, you idiot.”
He steps closer. “No, you lied. Your parents don’t care if you get a C. As far as I know, you’re not planning on missing class next week.”
“I am now!” Not exactly the best comeback, but he’s really getting to me, though I’m not sure why.
“You’re confused, maybe a little jealous of the hot blond chick from anatomy, and instead of dealing with it …” Marshall lays a hand on my upper arm, like he’s trying to prevent me from running away. “You’re going to give up trying to be a normal human and blame your failure on everyone else.”
I want to ask why I don’t have his number and if he’d rather sit with that other girl at the game on Saturday even though he invited me. But my gaze travels to his fingers wrapped around my arm, the bare skin of him touching the bare skin of me, and my pulse quickens. I refocus on the logo of the band in the center of his T-shirt, and then my gaze travels upward and I can feel his eyes on me, the shift in him—all serious discussion turning to lips and mouths and tongues and heartbeats loud and throbbing in my ears.
His fingers loosen on my arm and I think he’s about to release me and take off, but instead a trail of heat moves up my arm, across my shoulder, and eventually to the back of my neck.
He’s focused on my mouth, and I’m focused on his eyes and the way the blue surrounding his pupils grows larger as he moves closer. His warm breath is already hitting my skin, the hand on the back of my neck drawing me closer.
Do it, please—
The second I absorb the feel of his lips on mine, it’s like a giant knot inside me unwinds. I reach for his shirt, tangling my fingers in it, pulling him to me. Our lips part and his tongue is in my mouth. My eyelids flutter shut and I fall hard into this feeling. Two minutes ago I’d wanted to punch him, and now I can’t get enough of the softness of his mouth, the strength of his arms around me, the scent of soap and deodorant, the annoying weight of our clothes between us.
Kelsey was so right—he’s a gifted kisser. I should have tested the theory a long time ago.


Chapter 11
I’m making out with my RA out in the open, with hundreds of students milling around. Does this make me normal?
Both of us jump apart at almost the exact same moment. I stare, first at the newly acquired two feet of space between us, then at the Marshall’s wide eyes. He swipes the back of his hand across his mouth and I do the same.
“Okay, I totally didn’t mean to do that.” His gaze flits around us, taking in the surroundings again, and then he’s back to looking at me.
“Me either,” I say, my chest still rising and falling quickly.
Not that I didn’t want him to kiss me …
I reach for my books on the bench and then decide to sit down instead of picking them up. My limbs are like Jell-O. I remember the feeling of the knot unraveling just moments ago. It’s almost like post-orgasm relief. I can think clearly now. I don’t have all that anger and tension clouding my thoughts.
Marshall sinks onto the bench beside me. “I’m sorry.”
I glance sideways at him, fighting a smile. “What for? I kind of enjoyed that.”
“Me too.” He lifts an arm, wrapping it around the back of the bench. “I meant that I’m sorry for what I said about you. That was pretty harsh and judgmental.”
“Definitely harsh.” I lean back and close my eyes, my head now resting on Marshall’s arm. “But also true.”
I’m constantly bouncing between being afraid that there’s something wrong with me and then convincing myself that it’s not me, it’s them.
“Izzy …” Marshall looks straight ahead while I stare at the side of his face. “If you were really as cold as you try to be, I wouldn’t want anything to do with you.”
“You would have hated me a couple of years ago.” After that in-depth analysis of Poe’s life, it feels good to confess this. “I was the world’s biggest brat. I deserved to be smacked many times, but I’ve never been punished in my life.”
“Maybe your parents didn’t know what to do with you,” he says. “I’m sure it wasn’t easy.”
I laugh. “Thanks.” The amusement dissolves as quickly as it came, and a darkness I’ve experienced only a few times in my life sweeps over me, pressing its weight onto my shoulders. “Maybe they’re scared, too. Maybe they’re working hard to deny the fact that their only child might not be a very good person.”
“Izzy—” He’s looking at me now, so I shake my head to stop him. I’m not fishing for reassurance.
“They’re getting divorced,” I admit. “I drove home last week and I wasn’t going to come back, but then there was a FOR SALE sign in the yard and my dad’s office furniture was gone. They ended their marriage without even telling me.”
“I’m sorry,” Marshall says. “But maybe they’ve been unhappy for a while. Maybe it’ll be better this way. Did they seem unhappy?”
I laugh, but there’s no humor in it. “That’s the thing … I didn’t notice any difference. What the hell is wrong with me? I didn’t notice my parents’ marriage falling apart.”
Marshall hesitates, then squeezes my shoulder with one hand. “People are good at hiding the ugly parts of their lives.”
My gaze drifts to his face for a second, studying his features, trying to figure out if he’s speaking from experience. Can I tell him about the ugly parts of my life? Will he get it? Can I tell him the ugliest part, the part I’m not even sure my parents are aware of? The fear that brews inside me and sneaks up on rare occasions, catching me off guard?
“Not noticing my parents’ relationship issues isn’t the only thing I’m worried about,” I say, releasing the biggest breath of all. “I really do think there’s something wrong with me. My first week as an intern—last fall—a whole group of us started at the same time under Dr. Rinehart. She’s basically my boss. Well, she was my boss. We had this car accident patient that Rinehart and four of us interns evaluated. The guy was talking to us, joking around, his wife and his kids were bouncing all over the room, and then Rinehart gets called away to emergency surgery and the guy crashes—completely flatlines.”
“Did he have like internal bleeding or something? I’ve heard about people with sticks through their heads walking and talking from adrenaline …”
I want to smile, lighten the mood, but all I feel is dark and heavy. “He had internal bleeding. He stopped breathing, his heart stopped. There were two other interns in the room with me—both of them seven years older than I. I’d been eighteen for eight days, which means I’d been legally allowed to practice medicine, supervised, on patients for eight days. Both the girl and the guy intern panicked when the patient crashed. All they could think to do was yell for a nurse to page Rinehart. Of course they knew it was probably internal bleeding, but we had to address the not-breathing, no-pulse issue first.” The sun is warm, but goose bumps spread all over my arms and I have to rub them away. “Both of them completely froze up. And me … I didn’t have even a second’s hesitation. I grabbed the paddles and proceeded to follow textbook procedure for a code blue. By the time Dr. Rinehart returned, I’d not only restarted the guy’s heart, I had a breathing tube in place.”
“That’s good, right?” Marshall asks.
I shrug. “I thought so. Actually, I didn’t really think about it being good or bad. I knew what needed to be done, so I did it. But when everything calmed down, after Dr. Rinehart was back in control, there was a moment where I looked around the room and I could see that everybody in the room—the nurses, the guy’s wife, his screaming kids, the other interns—thought my reaction was abnormal, and not in a good way. Afterward, I asked to scrub in on the surgery, and Rinehart told me no, but then she let Dara and Caleb into the OR—and this was after they’d completely frozen up in the ER, and one ended up puking her guts out in the locker room and the other one was sobbing like a two-year-old in the stairwell.” I take a deep breath and look up at Marshall. “I think that I was supposed to be scared that he was going to die, and I wasn’t scared. I wasn’t anything.”
Marshall’s fingertips brush my cheek and then our eyes lock and he’s leaning in. My heart rate increases again, my breath catching in the back of my throat and my stomach getting that awesome flip-flop feeling. And I want this so bad. I want his mouth on mine again. I want to go back to his room, lock the door, and tug each other’s clothes off. My eyes begin to close and I can practically feel the weight of his fingertips gliding across my breasts, my stomach, moving south …
But I’ve done this before. I’ve been here before.
The revelation hits me like a brick falling from the sky. My eyes fly open, and my hand reaches out and presses against Marshall’s chest.
“What—?”
“You’re right,” I say, sliding farther away from him on the bench. “I’m not really trying, am I?”
Marshall’s eyes are still half-lidded, his brain not quite shifting gears as quickly as mine. “Huh?”
“What are we doing?” I ask him. “We’re in this bubble, and it’s become an excuse for me to not really try to assimilate here.”
“Right.” He straightens up and wipes any trace of confusion or desire from his face.
“And I’ve done this routine before.” I gesture between me and him. “Competing with someone, fighting, then making out in the on-call room.”
Justin. That was the foundation of our “relationship,” and really we never got beyond that foundation. I have no idea what I want with Marshall, but I know I don’t want our parting words at the end of the semester to include him slapping a hundred dollars into my palm and telling me he’s glad I failed.
Marshall runs his fingers through his hair and then over his face. “Why does it feel like you’re in the middle of a game of chess, moving people around to figure out how to win?”
I release a frustrated breath. I can’t answer that question because I agree with him—it does feel like that, but I don’t know why. I grab my books and stand up. “I think I’m gonna skip the game this weekend. It’s probably best. Go have fun with the leggy blond girl. I’m sure you could use some normal in your life after three weeks of being around me.”
I walk away without giving him a chance to reply. I need a new game plan. And I really need to know what Dr. Winifred James, Ph.D., wrote about me in her evaluation. I’ve flirted with the idea of illegally getting my hands on that report for long enough. What if I’m not capable of being a decent human and now I’ve dragged Marshall down this hole with me? He’s the type who cares, and, well … I don’t know if I am or not. And more important, if I’m not, can I become better?
As I’m walking away, I pull out my phone to call my mom. She picks up on the third ring. “Hey, Mom … so, have you sold my room yet, or is it available for lease this weekend? I’d like to book a room tonight.”

My heart pounds, my palms are sweaty. My fingers freeze over the keyboard of my laptop, listening to the silent house one more time. Logically, I know my mom is in bed for the night—it’s two in the morning—but the paranoia is above logic. And my mom was extremely concerned when I showed up at home yet again without much advance planning. Maybe she was just worried about hiding more evidence from me, like divorce papers and bills from lawyers, or maybe she’s sold the house already and didn’t want me to find out until my next trip home, when I walk through the door and strangers are all moved in. That seems to be their preferred method of communicating with their daughter lately. I push the anger from my thoughts and focus on the task at hand.
I could get in a lot of trouble for this.
I could also find the answers I need.
Or I could exit out of the secured system and go insane obsessing over my failures.
The cautious part of my brain shuts down and my hands fly over the keys, entering in my name, birth date, and social security number. The file pops up before there’s any chance of me changing my mind and now that it’s uploading before my eyes, I can’t turn away.
I scroll through a fairly recent exam and full panel of blood work I had done as a precaution after Justin the asshole decided to engage in sexual relations with another girl while engaging with me.
Finally, I land on the notes from Dr. Winifred James, Ph.D. It’s hard to take any of this report seriously. She’s not even an M.D. But the more I read, the more my heart sinks to the pit of my stomach. Sentences jump out at me and play on repeat.
Displays tendency to project blame on others.
Struggles to bond socially with peers.
Emotional disconnect when discussing patients.
Forms inappropriate and unhealthy sexual/romantic relationships, i.e., co-worker and college professor.
Okay, that last item is technically true, but it sounds terrible when put in this context. Plus I thought answering that question honestly would have given me trust points or something. Besides, he wasn’t my professor at the time. I was his TA. That’s like co-workers, right? Except co-workers are apparently off-limits, too.
Adoptive father (also an M.D.) admits, after much prodding and through non-direct questioning, that the candidate struggles with any type of relationship.
I stare openmouthed at the words in front of me. My dad betrayed me? I rub away the pain forming in my chest. How could he say that? Is it the opinion of a very well-known heart surgeon, or is it a dad worried about his child?
Adoptive father reports candidate’s family history of superior intelligence and mental illness—birth mother carried high academic accomplishments, master’s and Ph.D. by age twenty-two, diagnosed clinically depressed at age twenty-three. Displayed similar behavior patterns as the candidate—socially inept, etc.
My fingers take over again and slam the laptop shut. Nausea rolls over me in giant waves, my skin itching at the thought of this genetic link. I hate psychology. I’ve never trusted it. It’s not an exact science and is often flooded with stupid, far-fetched theories. But I can’t deny a genetic link. I can’t deny that I appear to be on the same path as—
Stop! Don’t think about it. Think about a way out of this hole that’s been dug by evolution.
But Dr. Winifred James, Ph.D., might be right. I might be like my birth mother.
I squeeze my shaking hands and stand up, pacing my room. I shouldn’t have read that. I should have stayed in the dark. And it’s not like I’ve ever wanted to be this way. I don’t. Normal is so much easier. I don’t care what genetics say; I won’t be like her. I’ll refuse. I’ll fix myself.
The floor outside my door creaks, and I freeze in place. I stare at the knob, watching it twist, and then my mom’s head pokes through a tiny opening.
“Isabel,” she says, sighing with relief. “You’re awake. I heard noise, and I thought …”
She opens the door the rest of the way and steps inside my room. I take in her appearance, hair matted down and graying. My parents didn’t adopt me until they were in their forties, so they’re getting to that almost-old stage. My dad is fit and handsome still, but Mom looks tired and older, much older, like she hasn’t slept in weeks.
I glance at the laptop, at what I was reading, and then turn my attention to Mom. “Sorry, I couldn’t sleep. There’s this assignment I’m working on for my literature course. It’s completely pointless, but I’d like to avoid scaring off another instructor.”
Mom gives me a sleepy smile. “That’s too bad. I thought maybe you were in here on a late-night phone call with a certain boy who happens to have a flip-flop addiction.…”
Another knot forms in my stomach at the thought of Marshall. “I don’t even have his number, Mom.”
She shrugs. “Never mind, then, but you kids have a million different methods of staying up all night chatting besides using phones—email, Facebook, Twitter, and Tumblr, or whatever it’s called.”
Maybe it’s not completely my fault that I’m out of touch with normal teenage society. “He’s my RA. It’s pretty much a big no-go zone. Besides, he’s nice and I’m not. He calls his sisters, did you know that? He calls them and they call him and he listens to them gripe about problems with third grade or whatever. Can you imagine Justin or—”
I clamp my mouth shut before the name Sam—Professor Townsend—has a chance to roll off my tongue. I have a feeling Mom always suspected something was going on between us, but she either didn’t want to accept it or didn’t want to be forced to tell my dad.
“Or who?” she prompts, eyebrows lifting.
“Or any other guy like Justin,” I say, faking exasperation. “You know interns and residents. They’re all alike—selfish vultures.”
“I have a feeling Justin’s not the monster you’ve made him out to be,” she says.
I sigh and flop onto my bed. “Maybe not.”
“You’ll go and see your dad in the morning?” she asks, though it sounds like the question is extremely difficult for her to speak aloud.
“In his new condo?” I snap, hating the unmanageable anger. “Or is he working tomorrow?”
She leans her head against the door frame and closes her eyes briefly, and I feel like the difficult twelve-year-old all over again. “You haven’t asked me anything. Why haven’t you asked me anything, Isabel?”
My jaw tenses, but I stare up at the ceiling and say the words I’ve been holding in for over a week now. “Did Dad cheat on you?”
“No,” she says right away, “he didn’t cheat on me. And I don’t know what happened. His work has always been a wedge between us, but when you joined him at the hospital for seventy hours a week and I was here all alone, the reality of his priorities finally set in. I guess I need more than he’s willing to offer.”
I stay focused on the ceiling as a couple of tears roll down the sides of my face. I’m so scared to ask her if I still belong to them like I have since I was five. Or am I becoming this person who’s related to a mentally ill woman, and the reality of that is too dark for them to stick it out together?
Looking at the report was punishment enough. I want to not know the answer for a little bit longer. I want to hide from my future for a little bit longer.
“I can’t see Dad,” I say, quickly forming a plan. A new goal. “I’m heading back to school in a few hours.”
I make the decision right then to do something that resembles trying. Really trying to belong this time. No excuses. No slipping into another Marshall Collins bubble and hiding from the rest of the university. No more running home scared. This isn’t going to be my home for much longer, and my parents are already worn thin having to deal with me and then their marriage issues on top of that. I need to figure this out on my own.


Chapter 12
@IsabelJenkinsMD: Depression-related suicide is the 10th-leading cause of death in the U.S.
I come up the stairs to my floor, and before I even reach the top, I hear voices coming from Marshall’s room. My stomach flutters, realizing that I’m about to see him again, right now. It’s a weird mix of excitement, from remembering that hot kiss, and nerves, from remembering my abrupt departure and all the confessions.
My breath catches in my throat as I step in front of his doorway, but I plaster on a very neutral, friendly expression. Marshall jumps to his feet the second he sees me, abandoning his lounging position on the bed. There’s a broad-shouldered, big-muscled guy with dark, slightly curly hair standing in the room, sporting an NIU football jersey.
“I thought you were home for the weekend,” Marshall says, glancing at the other guy and then back at me.
“I came back early.” I shrug. “Got some things to take care of.”
The other guy does that eye-scanning thing that Marshall insists is him checking me out. A grin spreads slowly across his face. He moves toward and sticks a hand out. “I’m Jesse, Marsh’s older, more attractive, more awesome, and more financially stable brother.”
Before I can shake his hand, a pillow comes speeding across the room, smacking him in the side of the face.
“Aren’t you a little old to be hitting on college freshmen?” Marshall says.
Jesse. The oldest sibling, and the other person responsible for forcing a five-year-old to eat a peppercorn. Marshall might be away from home right now, but it feels like his family is always around in some form or another.
“Maybe,” he admits, still staring at me. “But I have a feeling this girl is wise beyond her years. I bet you prefer older, more experienced men, right?”
I lean against the door frame, sizing him up. He has the same dark, barely curly hair as Marshall, but he’s more intense and with hard lines, whereas Marshall has that sexy yet still boyish look to him. Jesse is stocky and Marsh is tall and lean.
“How old are you?” I ask.
“Twenty-five.”
“Definitely not too old,” I answer.
Marshall’s mouth drops open, but it only takes him a second to pull it together. He walks over to Jesse and starts shoving him out the door. “Time for you to go.”
Jesse laughs but doesn’t object. “Since you won’t sit with me at the game, I’m knocking you out and dragging you to that party later.” He turns to me. “You should come, too. Bring that roommate of yours. She’s a wild little thing.”
So he knows Kelsey. And he knows that Kelsey is my roommate …
Before Jesse is out of sight, he reaches into his pocket and pulls out a bag of something green. “Almost forgot. Got a present for you, little bro.” He tosses the bag to Marshall, who catches it but shoots a glare at his brother.
“Way to be discreet, Jess.”
He shrugs and points a finger at me. “I’ll see you later.”
“He’s mostly talk,” Marshall says as soon as Jesse is gone. “He’s also kind of the party animal in the family. But I’ve never seen him hook up with girls seven years younger, so don’t get any ideas about him being a creep or anything.”
“Seven years isn’t a big deal.” My gaze travels to the bag in his hand. I step inside the room, shut the door, and lunge forward, snatching the bag before he can stop me. I hold it up to the light, examining the contents. “This is pretty decent quality. I’ve seen a lot worse in the ER, for sure.” I lower the bag and hold it behind my back. “What are you doing with illegal narcotics in a dorm room? You’re a fucking RA, Marshall!”
“Would you lower your voice, please?” he hisses and then before I can react, he’s got the bag in his hands and then tosses it into his top drawer. “Might I remind you this is real college—a time of experimentation?”
“Aren’t you worried about your lungs?”
“Not particularly.” He turns me around to face the door and opens it, pushing me into the hallway and following behind.
The two guys in the room next to mine, Evan and Yoshi, come into the hall and stand there like they’re waiting for someone.
“Ready?” Marshall says to them before turning to me. “We’re going to the game if you want to come.”
“I thought you told your brother you weren’t going.”
“I told him I wasn’t using one of his tickets.” He shrugs. “Figured I’d sit in the student section.”
I suppress a groan, remembering the eyelash-batting blond girl from anatomy class and her invitation. Well, at least this will allow me to meet some new people and not be caught in another Marshall bubble. “All right, I’ll go.”
Both Yoshi and Evan put a great deal of effort into hiding their disappointment, but I don’t miss the look and the eye roll that happens between them. Whatever. Now I’m that much more determined to not be weird today.
“Are you guys going to the party later with Marshall’s brother?” I ask to make conversation.
Evan and Yoshi both give Marshall intriguing looks as we all head for the stairs and outside. “Don’t know … Marsh, are we invited or is this a big-kid party?” Evan asks.
“Jesse invited me,” I put in, “and I’m the same age as you guys.”
Marshall lets out a sigh. “Fine, you can all go, but I’m not responsible for getting you back here or anything that requires disrobing, mopping, carrying, facilitating, or … well, you get the point.”
It’s nearly a mile walk to the stadium, and right away I get the sense that Marshall is putting more and more distance between the other guys and us. Eventually he says, “What do you mean, seven years isn’t a big deal?”
I laugh. “You’re really hung up on this, aren’t you?”
He scratches the back of his head and keeps his gaze trained on his shoes. “I’m just thinking about what you said yesterday regarding on-call rooms … and then the seven-year thing …”
“The on-call room activity involved a twenty-two-year-old intern, so four years’ difference,” I say.
“Wait, there’s another one like you? A teenage doctor?” He lowers his voice on that last part.
I snort back a laugh. “Not even close. He didn’t graduate from med school until he was twenty-one.”
“What an idiot.” Marshall shakes his head. “So … seven years isn’t a big deal? Is that coming from personal experience?”
I almost deny it, but then I remember what he said yesterday about lying being another method of avoiding assimilation. “Yeah, last year I had a thing with one of my professors.”
Marshall grabs my arm, pulling me to a stop, allowing even more distance between us and the other guys, who by now have joined up with some more kids from our floor. “Seriously? A college professor? How old were you?”
Hearing his tone, seeing the shock all over his face, makes me wonder if my relationship with Sam could have had a bigger impact on me than I realized at the time? Oh, God. Not more psychobabble.
I shake out of his grip and continue walking.
“How old, Izzy?”
“Seventeen,” I say finally. “Almost eighteen. But it’s different for me. I had very little choices outside of college students—”
“Professors are always off-limits for students,” he says, a hint of anger hitting his tone.
I haven’t thought about Sam for a long time. Maybe because that was only three months of my life. And it was me wanting to get his attention, not as a child but as a woman, wanting—no, demanding—to get my way, like I’d done with everything else back then. In my mind, I’d been in control the whole time, I’d called the shots. But maybe it wasn’t just about physical attraction and a teenage crush on a teacher.
“Technically I wasn’t a student. I was his TA.”
Marshall shakes his head again. “That’s fucked up, Izzy, seriously. Didn’t your parents do something?”
“They didn’t know. They don’t know.” That dreaded dark feeling is throwing a cloak over all the determination I had heading into today. I point at two girls on my floor. “I’m gonna go chat with them. You know, social studies and all that.”

“I can’t believe you got to meet Marsh’s brother,” Yoshi shouts from my left. I can barely hear him over the cheering students and hyperactive marching-band drummers. “Jesse Collins is a legend here.”
Hmm … something new to study up on.
“Really? I had no idea.” My shouted conversation with Yoshi has lasted a full ten minutes, which is totally progress for me. I have a new mantra playing on repeat inside my head every time Yoshi or the two girls from my floor seated on my right side speak to me: be honest. Well, as honest as possible without revealing more than I want to reveal, without mentioning subjects that don’t pertain to the current conversation (another tip I snagged from Marshall, which is especially helpful when I’m about to dive into my nervous habit of reciting random facts).
“Seriously,” Yoshi says, “he’s the fastest wide receiver NIU has ever had.”
“We could use some of that speed right now.” I shake my head at the scoreboard, which proclaims our twenty-one-point deficit. “There were an unusually large amount of cars parked at the campus IHOP when I drove past this morning. I feel like the entire team hit the all-you-can-eat stacks before the game.”
Both Yoshi and Lacey, the girl directly to my right, laugh. It takes a good bit of effort to hide the surprise on my face. They laughed at my joke. Not at me.
Now what?
I spot Kelsey down on the sidelines. She’s standing on one leg, on top of a guy’s hand, his arm extended high above his head. Her other leg is up by her ear. “God, how does she do that?”
Yoshi’s gaze follows mine down to Kelsey. “I know. She’s a strong gust of wind away from face-planting, knocking all her teeth out.”
“Is it me or is that cheer dude staring right up her skirt?” Lacey says.
Both Yoshi and I lean to the left, around a tall girl in the row in front of us, to get a better view of the cheer guy on the bottom. “Definitely,” we say together. Before I can lean back into my own space, Yoshi tugs on the sleeve of my shirt and points at two people seated four rows down.
“Look at Marsh,” he says, “snagging the blonde with the big rack.”
I don’t need Yoshi to show me where our RA seated himself—or, more important, whom he seated himself with. “She’s barely a C-cup,” I say with a shrug.
Yoshi flashes me a wicked grin, his eyebrows shooting up. “Trust me, she’s a C. And you are totally jealous.”
I force my gaze away from him and back to the field. The other team has just scored three more points, and people around me are booing and shouting out profanities even I’ve never heard before. “True, I’m a B-cup. And who doesn’t want to have a little more cleavage every once in a while? According to Cosmo this month, a C-cup allows a female to be able to pull off thirty percent more of today’s fashion trends.”
Fahima, the other girl from my floor, leans around Lacey and says, “If that’s true, then why are models so fucking skinny and flat-chested?”
Fahima’s sporting double D’s. Maybe E’s.
From the corner of my eye, I catch Yoshi staring at the large amount of exposed flesh Fahima’s flashing as she leans forward in her V-neck. I grab his face with one hand and tilt his chin toward the sky. “Eyes up, buddy.”
Both girls laugh, but Fahima sits back, quickly adjusting her top, and Yoshi turns a bright shade of pink. His gaze returns to the game. “Sorry,” he says, only loud enough for me to hear. “It’s like Tourette’s sometimes. The more I repeat ‘Don’t look at her boobs’ to myself, the more I look.”
I can totally relate. Though Fahima’s boobs aren’t of much interest to me, I couldn’t seem to stop myself from swabbing Kelsey’s one-night stand for microscopic study. I’d say staring at breasts is probably way more socially accepted than my faults.
“There’s been a bunch of studies proving that staring at well-endowed female breasts is medically beneficial for the men who do it.” The words slip out before I can stop them. I know that’s a very Dr. Isabel Jenkins thing to say, but luckily Yoshi laughs, rubbing his hands over his face, like he’s trying to wash away the pink.
“Seriously?”
I nod. “Dead serious. Ten minutes of eyeing some pretty cleavage is equal to a thirty-minute cardiovascular workout. Sexual arousal is good for the heart and circulation.”
“Those are some pretty strange studies. Probably a bunch of pervs who want an excuse to be rude.” He glances at me and then back at the game. “And your diversion tactics are pretty sick. By sick, I mean good.”
I stare at him blankly. “What diversion tactics?”
“You never really answered my question about being jealous of Mr. RA down there.” He nods toward Marshall and the blonde again. I swear, even if I ever learn her name, I’m not going to be able to call her anything but “the blonde.”
Since I’ve got that be honest mantra going on, I zip my lips. “I plead the Fifth.”
There’s a tap on my shoulder and both Yoshi and I turn around. Joe Longfield, the bee sting guy from boot camp class, is standing behind us holding hands with a redheaded girl. “I spotted you from five rows up,” Joe says at the same time I notice the fact that they’re hovering in front of two people. “I haven’t been back to class since … well, you know.”
Now that he’s not suffocating to death because of his body’s autoimmune reaction to bee venom, he looks pretty embarrassed. The girl he’s holding hands with interrupts. “He’s attempting to say thanks for saving his life.” She rolls her eyes, but there’s too much affection flowing between them to believe she’s annoyed in the least bit. “Joe completely blanked about his EpiPen, and if you hadn’t been there …”
“I’ve never even used it before,” Joe says.
There have only been a couple of occasions when I’ve found myself in a situation where I might potentially receive some form of gratitude from a patient, and I hate it more than I hate Kelsey’s psychobabble and Justin’s superior bedside manner. I get this awkward string of responses bubbling up in my throat, and never once do I say the right thing.
“You can practice on an orange,” I suggest to Joe. “I did that in—” I’d started to say med school, but luckily stopped myself. “I mean, I saw it in a YouTube video.”
The girlfriend gives him a stern look. “You are so doing that, Joe. I will kick your ass if you die from a fucking bee sting.”
Just then NIU manages to score a touchdown, everybody’s on their feet, and Joe and his girlfriend return to their seats. I release the biggest sigh of relief and shake the awkward tension from my arms.
Not only are Yoshi, Evan, Lacey, and Fahima watching me carefully, trying to figure out what that interaction was all about, but when I glance forward I feel Marshall’s eyes on me, too. The honesty mantra replays itself. I shake my head. “What? All I did was stab the guy with an EpiPen. Those things are made for preschoolers to use on themselves.”
“I went out with a girl in high school who had a peanut allergy,” Yoshi says. “I think I gave myself an ulcer from constantly worrying about what I ate before sticking my tongue down her throat. Talk about high maintenance.”
Lacey leans over me and glares at Yoshi. “Medical conditions do not fall under the high-maintenance category, you asshat.”
Yoshi shrugs. “I was fourteen. I decided basketball was much less complicated than girls, let alone girls with deadly allergies.”
I sit back in my chair, stretching my legs in front of me and drawing in a slow, deep breath. I’m doing this. I’m really doing this. Normal conversation. Well, close to normal. Nobody looks disturbed by some of the unusual topics we’ve explored today. Though Evan has been mostly talking football with the guy on his other side, so he’s been out of our loop, and since he’s the one I made such an awesome first impression with by diagnosing his herpes, I’m not quite ready to give myself an A+ in social studies. Maybe a B+.
Marshall catches my eye all the way from four rows down. I hold his gaze for several seconds, and then he gives me that sexy half smile and a nod of approval. And even though Marshall has been my diversion from trying to fit in, I can’t help but feel this swell of pride. There’s no denying the fact that I care what he thinks. That maybe I care about him.


Chapter 13
“I hate my name,” Fahima says, stumbling into me and reeking of cheap beer.
The party Jesse insisted I attend is much cleaner and more civil than I had imagined, but now that midnight has nearly arrived (and we started right after the game, so before 5:00 p.m.), things are taking a sharp turn toward drunk and disorderly.
“Why?” I ask, though I doubt she’s in any condition to have a real discussion on the matter. “It means ‘quick-witted.’ What’s wrong with that?”
“How do you know all this stuff?” Yoshi asks.
He’s sitting on one side of me, on the bench that wraps around the deck of this house. I’m not sure who the house’s owner is. I’ve only seen Jesse or Marshall in short bursts throughout the night. And we left for a little while to get pizza. The house is very nice and just barely off campus. I’m thinking maybe it belongs to an alumnus, because there doesn’t appear to be many underclassmen besides us here.
I shrug and focus on the back door, where Kelsey is stepping through, carrying two cans of beer. “Don’t know. I guess I just like to memorize weird stuff.”
Not untrue at all.
Yoshi’s already got an arm around the bench behind me, though he hasn’t made any move to touch me, but I sense it coming as his blood alcohol level rises. Sure enough, his fingers take hold of a strand of my hair and study it like it’s some odd piece of clothing. “I think it’s kind of hot.”
I lean back a bit, toward Fahima. “It’s only sixty-eight degrees. Maybe it’s those shots of whiskey you just drank?”
Yoshi laughs. “No, I mean your random fact-reciting skills. That’s what’s hot.”
The screech of Kelsey’s heavy chair being dragged across the deck and turned to face our group prevents me from having to respond to that awkward comment. She hands me one of the cans and sits down. I open it but take only a tiny sip. It’s my third, so I might be hitting the limit.
“Did I hear right? Izzy’s making you all hot and bothered with her knowledge of strange things?” Kelsey says.
“You know …” Fahima leans forward and smacks Kelsey’s knee. “I think I do like my name after all. ‘Quick-witted’ … that’s like … huh … that’s like, yeah … totally.” She nods as if having stated something brilliant.
Kelsey snorts back a laugh. “Yep, quick-witted. That’s you.”
Not only has Yoshi made up the distance I put between us a minute ago, he’s now scooting even closer, our thighs touching. Kelsey smooths her skirt—she’s still in full cheer uniform—and silently communicates her question to me with a lift of one brow. She’s wondering what’s up with me and the boy next door. I shake my head ever so slightly and then stand, clutching my drink. “I’m gonna go mingle. Trying to do that meeting-new-people thing, so, yeah …”
Kelsey takes the hint and quickly occupies my abandoned space. She turns her attention to Yoshi. “So, tell me what you thought of the game.”
And I’m not blowing smoke about the meeting-new-people thing, either. I feel pretty satisfied about my progress with the other students on my floor, and I’m ready to try getting to know someone new. I head into the kitchen to swap my beer for a bottle of water. Jesse’s standing over the sink mixing up a cocktail.
“You want something else?” he asks after watching me pour the beer out. “I’m making this for those lovely ladies over there.” He nods across the counter at a group of women decked out in the latest Eddie Bauer collection along with NIU football accessories sprinkled on top of the non-rugged outdoor look. “It’s not very strong. They’re Ph.D. students, and they have really long papers to write on Sunday … or so they say.”
I watch him pour pinkish liquid into four martini glasses and shake my head. “No thanks, I’m good.”
“Not willing to risk an open drink at a party, huh?” He grins at me and then yells into the living room, “Yo, Marsh!”
Marshall emerges from the hallway and pauses when he sees me. “Having fun?”
“Uh-huh.” I don’t really know what else to say. The blonde from anatomy class seems to have gone her own way after the game, and I’ve watched him chat up a bunch of girls tonight, but it’s just been chatting. I’m more flustered by the fact that I can’t stop following him around with my eyes than I am by whoever he’s talking to.
Marshall carefully takes two glasses and walks them to the girls across the room, then returns a minute later for the other two martinis.
“Whose house is this?” I ask Jesse when I see that Marshall has been trapped in conversation with the martini girls.
“Mine.” He turns to face me, leaning his side against the counter. “Well, technically Ed’s parents own it. I have two roommates—Ed and Leo. We share the rent. But they’re cool, they cut me a break. My share is the smallest by a lot.”
I glance around at the marble countertops and cherry cabinets. “It’s nice.”
Jesse’s gaze shifts to my floormates on the back deck. “The tall Asian kid is totally into you.”
Yoshi’s still being held captive by Kelsey, but I don’t imagine it will last for too much longer. Kelsey likes to have her own fun.
“How do you know?”
“He told me a little while ago when he came in for drinks. Said he was going to get you alone later on.” Jesse’s leaning on one arm, an amused expression on his face like he can’t wait for my reaction to that.
I roll my eyes. “Hooking up with a guy I have to see almost daily for the next eight months sounds like a brilliant idea. That won’t be awkward at all.”
“Sure you don’t want one of my special martinis?” he asks. “I promise they’re drug free.”
“I’m sure no guy has ever said that line before drugging a girl.”
He shrugs. “Whatever. I can’t fault you for being careful. I have three sisters, so I’ve given that warning many times myself.”
I scan the large open living room. “Who should I talk to tonight? I’m trying to make some valuable connections.”
“Hmm … I’d say that dude in the corner.” Jesse points to a guy who looks closer to his age than mine. “He’s a grad student, but he’s already got a huge bestselling novel and a movie in the works, so he’s rich as hell. Always good to make friends with people more financially endowed than you. Gets you many benefits—like a room in this fucking amazing house.”
I leave out the part about my dad being a very in-demand heart surgeon. “All right, then. I can do writers.”
Jesse laughs.
I glare at him. “Not do him.” My eyes travel back to the guy Jesse pointed out; he’s engrossed in his phone. I grin. “Well, maybe that. But a little talking first.”
Jesse’s gaze flits in Marshall’s direction, then back to me. “This should be interesting.” Jesse snatches a beer from the fridge and hands it to me. “Go give this to Carson. Tell him I sent you.”
Carson … is that a first name or a last name? I could see Jesse going by last names only.
I head over to the corner of the living room. Carson looks up from his phone the second I’m within a few feet of him. He glares at the drink. “That asswipe sent you, didn’t he?” He leans around me, eyes searching, and finally spies Jesse. “I don’t have a fucking beer belly, you fucking bastard! You’re the one with fucking light beer in your fucking fridge.”
“Amazing vocabulary for a writer,” I say.
He studies my face, then snatches the can from me and places it on the mantel above the fireplace. “Oh, I see now. Jesse has been talking shit about me all night, hasn’t he?” Carson rubs a hand over the front of his polo shirt, drawing my attention to the extra material bunched at his abdomen. “I got this at an outlet store. Obviously the shirt’s fucked up and it’s all big in one place and too small in another.”
I glance over my shoulder and see Jesse gathered with two other big football player types. All three of them are practically falling over laughing.
“Fine,” Carson snaps. “I’ll prove it. I’ll fucking prove it.” While I’m still standing right in front of him, he pulls the shirt over his head and tosses it on the ground. He spreads his arms out, revealing a very hairy chest, and then scans me quickly with his eyes. “Does this look like a beer belly? Does it?”
I hesitate for a second and then lean in to examine his midsection. He’s not ripped with muscle like Marshall, but he’s definitely free of any excess fatty tissue. I can even see the outline of his ribs. “No, it doesn’t.”
He nods gratefully. “Thank you … uh …”
“Izzy,” I fill in.
“Thank you, Izzy.” He stands up on a chair beside us. “See? I do not have a beer belly! This nice lady has confirmed it.”
Jesse is laughing so hard he has to sit down. “Dude, why is this still so easy? You’ve got to loosen up.”
The frustration and defensiveness drops from Carson’s face, and he hops down from the chair. He leans close to me and whispers, “He was kidding, right? The whole night he’s been yanking my chain?”
I take another look at Jesse and then back at the shirtless writer. “It seems that way.”
“Huh.” He shrugs and crosses his arms over his hairy chest. “Well, I’m not putting that fucked-up shirt back on. Feel free to drop yours in a pile beside mine. We could start a fad.”
I laugh but make no move to remove any clothing. “Yeah, probably not.”
A hand lands on my shoulder, and I snap around to find Yoshi grinning at me. “There you are, Izzy.” The grin fades when he spots shirtless Carson.
Kelsey is right on his heels, and when Carson spots her in the NIU cheer uniform, his face lights up. “All right, there’s player number two. You’re already missing half your top. Want to start a fad with me?”
She looks at me, her mouth falling open as if to ask if I’m about to hook up with this guy. All I can do is shrug because we really haven’t interacted much outside of unknowingly assisting Jesse with his punch line. I hesitate for a moment, then eventually turn around and walk back toward the kitchen. Yoshi is right beside me, and then I feel his fingers around my waist, and then the tug that comes before being pressed into his side. This is not something I’m willing to support, so I stare down at his hand, trying to decide on the best method of extraction with the least amount of impact on the progress I’ve made today. This morning before the game, Yoshi and Evan had been exchanging looks about me tagging along, and not the kind of look that said they thought it was a good thing. But now he likes me.
Before I even get to make a decision, a pair of hands are gripping the back of Yoshi’s shirt and yanking him several feet away. There’s a definite reduction of voices in the room as everyone takes in Marshall and his aggressive interference. My eyes are wide and my mouth is hanging open, but I have no idea what to say.
“He’s wasted,” Marshall says, as if that explains everything. But there’s shock on his face. He even surprised himself.
“Dude, what the hell?” Yoshi says.
Marshall ignores him and looks me over. “He’s gonna feel like an ass tomorrow. Trust me.”
Evan, Kelsey, and the rest of the gang from my floor appear out of nowhere. Evan tugs Yoshi by the sleeve of his shirt. “Time to go, man.”
Jesse steps between me and Marshall. “You look like shit, little brother. Go crash in my room, okay? I’m not in the mood to back you in some lame-ass brawl inside my own house.”
“Yeah, yeah. Okay.” Marshall shakes his head, and without another word he turns around and heads up the staircase.
“Is he really drunk or what?” Kelsey asks Jesse before I get the chance to ask that same question.
Jesse glances at his brother’s retreating form and then back at us. “Um … yeah, something like that.”
Oh. The marijuana. Maybe he’s high?
I hate being judgmental (okay, I am often very judgmental but I’m trying not to be), but I can’t help the disappointment that I feel thinking about Marshall—someone who lives for bodily torture via physical fitness—smoking marijuana. Did his eyes look red just now? I must be slipping in my observational skills, because I can’t recall any difference in his eyes.
Everybody from my crew except Kelsey stumbles out the door. I tell her I’ll be right back and then we can walk home together. I head after Marshall, wanting to make sure he’s okay. When I get to the top of the stairs, I can hear the distinct sounds of vomiting. I lean against the wall outside what I assume is a bathroom and wait a good five minutes for him to exit. When he does, his face is white, beads of sweat cover his forehead, and his eyes are unfocused. But he jumps when he sees me.
“Jesus Christ, Izzy!”
“Are you all right? You should probably have some water and something to eat—”
He holds up a hand to stop me, closing his eyes and leaning into the wall like the word eat has made him more nauseous. “I’m sorry.”
“For what?” I ask.
His eyes are still closed but he shakes his head. “You’re right. I don’t know what we’re doing, either. It’s all fucked up in my head. I don’t want to do the relationship thing right now—stuff is going great, why screw that up? But then I don’t want Yoshi’s hands on you. I get it. I can’t have it all my way. And you’re trying and I’m screwing that up. That’s what you came up here to say, isn’t it?”
I feel like I need to go back to my room, write down everything he just said, and then analyze it properly before I can even think about answering. “Well …”
He pushes off the wall and nods to himself. “You should date other people. That makes sense. You’re doing the right thing, Izzy. I promise to stay out of your way from now on.”
My genius brain finally solves the equation. “You like me.”
Marshall takes a step in my direction, and I notice he doesn’t smell like alcohol, marijuana, or vomit. The only scent I catch is toothpaste and pineapple. He lays a hand on my cheek, sending my heart sprinting. “Yes. I like you.” My breath catches in my throat when he leans down and touches his lips to my forehead. “But it might not be for the right reasons. I’m not sure I’m helping you with anything. I think I’m making things worse.”
“It’s probably a physical thing. If we had sex, then it’d be over. Problem solved,” I blurt out. What the hell am I saying? I don’t mean that, do I? But maybe the theory does have some merit.
“Jesus,” Marshall says under his breath. “Forget it, Izzy. You’re probably the last person in the world who’d get what I’m trying to say.”
He turns around and heads into the first bedroom on the left, shutting the door a little harder than necessary.
The sting of hurt hits me first, and then my fingernails dig into my palms. What did he say to me not even forty-eight hours ago? If you were really as cold as you try to be, I wouldn’t want anything to do with you.
I also remember him telling me, You’re not an oddity, Izzy. But that’s exactly what I am to him: the only person who couldn’t possibly understand his complex level of confusion about me. Does he want to take me up against the wall, woo me with flowers and dates, or make friendship bracelets?
In the poetic style of shirtless Carson: Fuck you, Marshall Collins. Make up your fucking mind.
My feet are a little too loud when I pound down the steps again, and both Kelsey and Jesse stop talking immediately. “Didn’t you once tell me Marshall was the life of the party?” I snap at Kelsey.
“Seriously,” Jesse says, “he’s not himself right now. Let him sleep it off.”
I glare at him. “I liked you better when you were hitting on me.” I grab Kelsey’s arm and pull her toward the door. “I might actually be in the mood to psychoanalyze something.”


Chapter 14
@IsabelJenkinsMD: Surprising part of ER rotations? The number of objects lodged up ppl’s as*es. More surprising—90% of cases are NOT accidental.
I only get until Monday morning at 7:00 a.m. to avoid Marshall. And then I’m outside in the chilly air facing both him and the obstacle course. My stomach flutters with a dozen different emotions the second I spot him, but I keep my mouth shut.
He gives me a nod and then makes his way to my side and says, “Hey.”
I look him over—his crinkly track pants, the oversized hoodie, and the way his hands are smashed into the front kangaroo pocket, his face still pale like it was on Saturday night. He must have done more partying with Jesse yesterday.
“Hey,” I say back.
The blaring whistle saves me from more confrontation with Marshall, and before I can really contemplate what’s going to happen between us, I’m on the track running a mile again. I do take notice of the fact that Marshall busies himself with Sergeant Holloway’s clipboard, filling in times rather than choosing to participate like he did during every other class.
Been hitting the beer and pot a little too hard to keep up, Marsh?
Sergeant Holloway’s motivational messages—that is, his yelling—keep me focused on getting that time under nine minutes instead of on Marshall. When I cross the finish line in 8:14, Holloway spits out his whistle and stares at me openmouthed, then snatches the clipboard from Marshall’s hands. “Not bad, Jenkins! And I thought you were a hopeless cause.”
Hopeless cause? Yep, that’s right, this is the exact moment a successful future became a possibility for me. Before this one-mile run, apparently I had nothing to show for my life.
Holloway leans in and studies the roster on the clipboard more carefully like he might actually have to read something that isn’t numbers or names. His eyes lift again. “It’s your birthday today,” he says.
He’s right, of course. As of 10:00 this morning, I will no longer be here to learn about being a normal eighteen-year-old. Instead, I’ll be studying up on the science of being normal and nineteen. Regardless of whether or not I’ve mastered eighteen, moving on is inevitable.
I’m waiting for him to say something else, but he hands the roster back to Marshall and pulls the whistle between his lips again, giving it a hard blow. “Let’s go, you lazy bunch of girls!”
And yes, there are boys still on the track running.
“Happy birthday,” Marshall mumbles to me, so quietly I barely hear him, and then his focus returns to entering times.
After class, I’m aware of the fact that he’s walking not too far behind me as we head back to the dorms, but he chooses not to acknowledge this. Kelsey exits our dorm before I can get inside and insists that I go to the cafeteria with her for breakfast.
“You coming, Marsh?” she says.
Marshall’s gaze bounces between the two of us, then he shakes his head. “I’ve got some homework to finish up.”
Yep, he was partying yesterday for sure.
When we’ve parted ways, Kelsey glances sideways at me. “Did you guys talk at all this morning?”
I chew on my thumbnail even though I’m fully aware of how unsanitary it is. “He said hey, and then later he wished me a happy birthday.”
Kelsey smacks me hard on the arm. “What is up with that? Why didn’t you tell me that it’s your birthday? You’ve got two flower deliveries and a big bunch of balloons covering your desk already.”
“Really?” I say, surprised to hear this. “Who are they from?”
She opens the door to the dining hall and both of us enter, swipe our IDs, and grab trays. “One is from your parents, another from Dr. Rhinehold or something—”
“Rinehart,” I correct.
“Yeah, that’s right. And Dr. O’Reilly,” she finishes. “What’s up with doctors sending you birthday gifts?”
I grab a plate and make a really big job out of selecting the best scoop of scrambled eggs possible. “Um, just people my dad works with.”
True. Totally true. And who knows, maybe his boss and co-worker would have sent his daughter birthday flowers even if I’d been a normal girl off at college. It’s possible, I suppose.
“Oh, right. I keep forgetting your dad’s a doctor.” Kelsey’s breakfast choices are very similar to mine, only her portions are much smaller. She claims it’s because she’s shorter than me and has to be tossed up in the air constantly, and fat girls get dropped. “What kind of doctor is he, anyway?”
“Heart surgeon,” I say, reaching for a container of light yogurt.
“No shit?” She leads the way and chooses a nearly empty table for us. I’m grateful for a break from being pleasant with her cheerleader friends. It’s an exhausting task, because even though they’re nice and have a broad range of interests, they tend to fit into the normal and socially able category better than even the kids on my floor I hung out with on Saturday. Which makes them even more challenging for me to relate to. “You know, that explains a lot about you. Maybe even more so than the home-schooling.”
I laugh but steer the conversation to a new topic. I’m beginning not only to tolerate Kelsey but to like her as well, and I feel guilty lying all the time. I think coming clean to her about the rest of my life story wouldn’t be too much of a risk. I might do that soon. Maybe.
On the way back to the dorm, we spot a truck pulling up in front. A guy jumps out carting a vase holding at least two dozen lavender roses.
“Don’t tell me that’s for you, too,” Kelsey says. “Our room is going to smell like a fucking bottle of perfume threw up all over the carpet.” Kelsey walks up to the guy, peeks at the card, and lets out an exasperated sigh. “It says ‘Happy birthday, Isabel.’ ”
“That you?” the guy asks me.
I nod and take the vase from his hand. While we’re trudging up the steps I pluck the card out of the envelope.
Isabel,
Nineteen is anticlimactic compared to eighteen, isn’t it? Especially for you. Your dad told me where I could send these flowers, and I have to say, I’m shocked at your choice of academic institution. But I know you and I’m sure you have some big plans up your sleeve. I miss seeing you around campus, I miss seeing you occupying the extra chair in my office. I still remember last year’s celebration.…
Hope you’re having a great birthday.
Love,
Sam
My heart is beating a little faster, my stomach doing that knotting and flipping thing again like it did the other day when I thought about Sam. Or should I say Professor Townsend? And he’s right. Last year, my birthday was probably the most anticipated day of my life up to that point. It meant I could finally practice medicine. Could finally start my internship. I celebrated in Sam’s office with a bottle of wine, very little clothing, and more than one orgasm.
And then I dropped him. Just like that. I put my clothes back on and made myself presentable for a birthday dinner with my parents. I kissed him. Then, with my hand already on the doorknob, I said something about how I’d probably be too busy with the internship to see him anymore.
Sam didn’t make a single effort to change my mind. He just smiled and said, “It’s okay. New semester, new TA.”
Just thinking about it now brings on that punched-in-the-gut feeling I’ve experienced many times over the last several weeks, but did I feel it then? I don’t think I let myself. Maybe I was too preoccupied with the task of breaking things off with him. Maybe I was subconsciously hoping he’d beg me not to. And in truth, I don’t even know if he meant it like that. Maybe he simply meant that he’d have new help available.
“Uh-oh,” Kelsey says as we reach our floor. “You’ve got that haunted-by-an-ex look.”
“Yeah.” I blow air out of my cheeks and stuff the card back in the holder. “Pretty much.”
Marshall chooses that moment to emerge from the bathroom, and at the same time Yoshi steps out of his room, spotting me and lifting his eyebrows like he’d been waiting for us to come back.
Kelsey snatches the flowers from my hands and heads for our room. “I’ll find a spot for these.”
“Hey, Izzy,” Yoshi says, his cheeks burning bright red even though he’s already apologized seventeen times for getting handsy with me on Saturday. He said he regretted that, and he also regretted drinking so much, since he spent most of Sunday hungover. As did Fahima, Lacey, and Evan.
“I already told you, I’m totally fine with everything,” I say quickly, hoping to escape more uncomfortable apologies. I’ve found them to be very similar to the thank-you moments I dread so much. Maybe that was what attracted me to a guy like Justin—he’d never say thank you or apologize for anything.
“Yeah, I know.” He glances over my shoulder and then lowers his voice. Marshall is behind us still. He must be. I haven’t heard footsteps or a door closing. “I saw your room and all the birthday stuff. I thought maybe … maybe we could go out tonight. Like for dinner? You know, since fall break starts on Thursday, I figured we’d all be home this weekend …”
Even though Kelsey took those flowers from me, the weight of Sam’s card still sits heavy in my arms, and the weight of Marshall’s eyes and ears behind me adds to it. And now I’ve got to think about the fact that fall break starts soon and I’ll be facing my dad’s new condo. I lean against the wall and take in a slow, calming breath. I need to do this. This is normal.
“Like a date?” I ask, just to be sure I understand what I’m getting into. Yoshi nods, and then I add, “Yeah, okay, sure.”
I dive inside my room before I have to face Marshall or any more conversation from Yoshi. I flop onto my bed and close my eyes. “It’s my birthday. That means I get to cut class and sleep all day, right?”
“Maybe you do,” Kelsey says. “But I don’t have a heart surgeon father supporting me, and if I don’t get my ass to class every day and pull off a B+ average I’m basically screwed.”
I sit up quickly, realizing Marshall was right in telling me on more than one occasion that I really need to get to know Kelsey. “I’m completely free all day. Need help with anything?”
She’s bent over, digging through her backpack, but she lifts her head after hearing my question. “Are you any good at calculus?”
I grin. “As a matter of fact, I’m awesome at calculus.”


Chapter 15
@IsabelJenkinsMD: Common cause of urinary tract infections—not peeing after sex. So ladies, what are you waiting for? #JustPee #SexThenGo
“He really didn’t make a single move? Not even a goodnight kiss?” Kelsey asks for the twenty-fourth time since Monday night.
It’s Wednesday afternoon, which basically means that most people are heading off campus for the start of fall break, which lasts until Sunday night. My dad is looking forward to me seeing his new place. I’m the opposite of looking forward to it. Both Kelsey and I have suitcases open on our beds and have made progress in filling them over the last thirty minutes.
“I already told you, nothing. I think he’s trying to prove that he’s not a creep. Or else he’s not into me like that.”
She drops the shirt she’s been folding into her suitcase and turns around to face me. “The real question is, are you into him?”
I shrug. “I’m experimenting.” Or maybe experiencing is the better word choice.
She stays quiet for several more minutes, but after she’s got her suitcase zipped, shoes and coat on, and bus ticket in hand, she stands at the door, giving me that psychoanalytical look again. “You know you’re not really mad at him.”
“Who? Yoshi?”
Kelsey rolls her eyes. “No, not Yoshi. The other boy next door.”
There is some truth to that. I don’t really feel pissed off at Marshall anymore because he has just as much right to be confused about us as I do. I’m not saying I agree with all of his choices, but I’ve done some terrible things on impulse, too.
“He’s still here,” she points out. “I saw him coming out of the bathroom a few minutes ago. He looked sad.”
I snort back a laugh. “He did not look sad.” And the walk between the bathroom and his room is about the only place I’ve seen Marshall over the past few days. He even missed boot camp fitness this morning, though Holloway didn’t say anything about it, so I’m assuming he knew Marshall would be absent. He might have had a conflicting midterm or a meeting with his advisor about classes next semester. I know Kelsey had hers a couple of hours ago.
“He really did look sad,” she says. “Or tired, maybe. Either way, you guys are acting like first graders. Grow a pair, go knock on his door, apologize, tell him you want to be friends again, and then head home and have a much less stressful break.”
Right. Because being faced with my parents’ separation—both emotional and physical—is the perfect medicine for stress relief.
“I’ll think about it.” I sigh and sit down on my bed, trying to decide how long I’m going to stall before I head home. Minutes after Kelsey’s departure, my phone rings. I zip my suitcase and stand it upright before answering, “Hey, Dad.”
“What time do you think you’ll be in town?” I can hear the familiar sounds of the hospital hallways in the background.
“I’m wheeling my stuff out the door right now.” Okay, so I wasn’t in a hurry before, but I am now. “And my car is already parked in the circle drive.”
“Great!” he says, “I’ve got a heart on its way from Houston for my eight-year-old endstage heart failure patient. You want to scrub in?”
That’s what I call motivation—and bribery. But who gives a shit as long as there are failing hearts and surgeries involved?
“Seriously? How did you get him moved up on the list? Last I heard, he was months from getting a heart.” I’m already going through the motions of shutting off the lights and locking the door. “Never mind. I’ll read his chart when I get there. What’s the ETA on the heart?”
“About three hours,” Dad says, “We’re prepping him now.”
“Perfect. I should make it in plenty of time. Save me a good spot, okay? And by that I mean a better spot than Justin or any of his fledglings.”
Dad laughs. “Of course. Only the best for my little girl, right?”
Suddenly I’m high on transplant surgery possibilities. I feel like a gambling addict finally allowed back in the casino following weeks of rehab. I head down the hall toward the elevator, but stop in front of Marshall’s door. I’m staring at the cheap wooden surface, trying to get it to tell me what to do, when it swings open and he’s standing in front of me, wearing only a pair of blue checkered boxers. His arm reaches out to grip the door frame. From under it, I can see into his room. It’s dark and messy, the scent of unwashed laundry and lack of fresh air wafting into the hallway.
Marshall’s hair is matted down on one side and sticking up on the other. Creases from his pillow are imprinted across his left cheek.
Is he hung over again? Seriously? On a Wednesday afternoon? Instead of asking that, I say, “Aren’t you going home?”
His knuckles whiten like he’s being forced to grip the frame harder for support. “No, I’ve got too much studying to do with midterms and all that. It’s noisy at my house. What about you? Looks like you’re headed out. Any plans?”
“My dad’s doing this risky transplant on an eight-year-old boy in a few hours, so I’m going to scrub in.” I’m still taking in every detail of his appearance. I can’t help it. “Okay, well, I just wanted to say, you know, that I’m sorr—”
He squeezes his eyes shut, his forehead wrinkling and tension filling every bit of his face. My apology fizzles out, the doctor brain taking over. “Are you hungover again?”
Marshall shakes his head. “I think it’s that flu thing going around.”
“What flu thing?” But I’m talking to his back because he’s stepped around me and lunged for the bathroom door. I don’t hear the sounds of vomiting, so I immediately shift my diagnosis to a lower intestinal virus. I check the time on my cell phone and decide I can spare a few minutes to get the guy some electrolyte solutions to help his dehydration. I flip the light on in his room and roll my suitcase inside, resting it beside the desk. The room looks even more of a disaster than it did in the near dark.
Hard to believe his living space has gotten this out of hand in only a few days. But really, it’s none of my business if Marshall wants to party more than clean. It’s none of my business if he’s hungover from alcohol or pot. I think he’s an idiot for making himself miserable, but whatever. We’re all idiots sometimes. Even geniuses.
After spotting a nearly full twenty-ounce bottle of Gatorade on the floor beside the bed, I fling open the fridge to see what supplies he’s got already. Maybe he doesn’t need my help.
The only item in his minifridge is a pink box that I recognize immediately. I reach for it and quickly count the injections left, my brain already spinning with theories. With the box still in my hand, I stand up and close the fridge with my shoe, glancing around for more hiding spots.
My gaze lands on the top dresser drawer where he stashed the weed the other day. I haven’t heard a toilet flush yet, so I jump into action, sifting around in the drawer, moving boxers, socks, mismatched condoms that I recognize from the free handouts during orientation. Finally, I uncover four different prescription bottles. I lift one bottle at a time, taking in each name. Flagyl, Ciproxin—antibiotics. Prednisone—a steroid (so he wasn’t completely lying about the ’roid use). And Vicodin—a narcotic pain med. I shake the bottles, examining the weight. They all appear to be completely full, no pills missing.
There’s a weird tightness forming in my chest as I put the many puzzle pieces together. The toilet flushes, water runs in the sink, and then Marshall is stumbling back into the room, squinting at the bright light. I’m still standing in front of his open drawer, the box of biological injections clutched in one hand.
He takes his time getting back onto the bed, pain filling his expression with each shift in movement. When he’s stretched out, the covers over his legs, I finally open my mouth to speak. “You need IV fluids.”
Marshall lifts his head a bit, takes in the box in my hand, and then lies back again. “You looked through my fridge? I thought we already talked about this invasion-of-privacy problem of yours.”
His lips are dry and cracked, the skin under his eyes sunken. Even the skin on his arms looks dry. “You’re dehydrated.”
“That happens when you make eighteen or thirty trips to the bathroom in one day,” he mumbles, closing his eyes.
“Is it eighteen or thirty?” I ask, trying to get a grasp on the severity of his current flare-up.
He groans and tosses and arm over his face to cover his eyes. “Go home, Izzy.”
I return the box to the fridge, and I’m surprised by the shake in my hands. I do walk out of the room, but it’s only to retrieve my stethoscope and ear thermometer from the first-aid kit under my bed.
“You left your suitcase,” he says when I return. “And the light is still on.”
“That’s because I’m not leaving yet.” I have to shove a bunch of dirty laundry and books onto the floor before I can sit on Marshall’s bed. He uncovers his face long enough to see the stethoscope around my neck. His eyes widen.
“This relationship is reaching a level of weirdness that I’m seriously not comfortable with.”
I place the buds into my ears and press the base against his stomach. “I just want to listen to your bowel sounds.”
“I take that back. Now we’ve reached the peak level of weirdness.” He’s using what little strength he has left to attempt this argument with me, but I can see him fading fast. I touch two fingers to his lips to quiet him and focus on the sounds his intestines make. After I’ve heard all that I need to, I take note of the fact that his lips are extremely hot. He tries to swat away the thermometer, but I win again.
His temperature is 102.4 degrees.
My hands are still shaking when I set the thermometer onto the bed and press my fingers against his abdomen. Marshall winces, and what little color he has left drains from his face. I fight the urge to yank my hands back, knowing I’m causing him pain. I slide my fingers lower, gently pressing all the way across, not even needing to ask him if this hurts—the answer’s written all over his face. Something beneath the dark hair around his belly button catches my eye. I lean closer to examine it and immediately suck in a breath. “You’ve had surgery.”
“Surgeries,” he corrects.
“How many?” I reach for the waistband of his boxers and fold it over. There should be another scar right—
“Stop it!” Marshall shoves my hands away and pulls the covers up to his chest before rolling onto his side, his back to me.
“What’s your pain level? One to ten.” I shake out my arms, trying to rid them of the trembling. I feel like I’m coming down with Marshall’s imaginary flu myself.
“Seriously, Izzy, go home.”
“Give me a damn number or I’ll … I’ll—”
He rolls onto his back again and looks at me. “Or what? What the hell are you going to do with that information?”
“I don’t know,” I admit. Then I stand up and start pacing his room. What am I trying to do here? What’s the plan? What’s the recommended course of treatment? I’ve scrubbed in on eleven surgeries with the attending gastrointestinal doctor at the hospital, and six of those were patients with Crohn’s disease. His symptoms aren’t new to me, nor are any of his meds, so why didn’t I see this before? “Why didn’t you tell me? Kelsey even mentioned that you lost weight last year.…”
His back is to me again, but I hear him laugh. “Right. ’Cause skilled flirting typically includes mention of frequent diarrhea and surgeries to remove diseased sections of the large intestine.”
I grab a small notebook and pen from the front of my suitcase and flip it open to an empty page. “Can you just give me a basic outline of your medical history? If I have that information, maybe I can help make a—”
“A what?” he demands. “A diagnosis? I’ve been diagnosed.”
I’m busy jotting down all the information I have thus far, organizing it in the same structure as a medical chart. “At what age did your symptoms first begin?”
Marshall sighs, tosses back the covers, and plants his feet on the floor. I assume he’s about to make another trip to the bathroom. Instead he stands up and grips my arm, pulling me toward the door, his other hand reaching for my suitcase.
“You’re not even listening to me, Izzy,” he says, his breathing labored from the effort. “I hate being rude, but I need you to leave.”
I feel lost. I feel … I don’t even know what I’m feeling exactly. I lift a hand to my chest and rub away the tightness. “Wait!” I plead, searching for something normal to say. “What about your parents? Shouldn’t you call them?”
Marshall rests his head against the door frame. “You need to chill out. I’m sick, and yes, that sucks ass, but I’m not dying. There’s nothing here for you to dive in and save. It’s a chronic illness, not terminal cancer. It’s manageable.”
It’s manageable.
The words hit me like a smack across the face, like being slapped back to reality. He’s right. Of course he’s right. But I feel off. My thoughts aren’t forming in the order they normally do. The steps I need to take aren’t falling into place.
I stand in the hall with my mouth hanging open while Marshall crosses the hall toward the bathroom, this time closing the door to his room behind him—a message for me, no doubt.
But I can’t make myself leave. Instead, I wheel my luggage back to my room and remove my phone, quickly dialing the doctor’s number I’d memorized from the bottles of pills in Marshall’s top drawer.
Unfortunately, Dr. Janet L. Green is currently with a patient and I’m stuck waiting for a callback. When I hear Marshall exiting the bathroom, I chase him down in the hall again. “Answer two questions for me and I swear I’ll leave you alone.”
The door frame has become his crutch today. He puts all his weight on it and closes his eyes. “Fine.”
“Are you having any bleeding?”
“Yes,” he whispers, “But not enough to need a transfusion.”
Yet, I can’t help thinking. “How’s your pain?”
“Five … maybe six,” he says and then he’s back in his room, falling into bed again. He gave in to the questioning so easily this time, he must really want me out of here.
I follow him inside even though I know I shouldn’t. “Don’t you mean nine or ten? You look like you’re in a lot of pain.”
My phone rings before he can argue, and I’m so eager to talk to his doctor that I completely forget about the issues Marshall will most likely have with this. “Dr. Green?” I say after picking up.
“What the fuuu—” Marshall starts to say, but he closes his mouth and resorts to swearing at me silently with his eyes.
I identify myself, then briefly explain Marshall’s symptoms and current state of health. Marshall’s glare gets more evil by the second.
“Okay, which hospital has he been admitted to?” she asks, her voice calm and straight forward, the way mine would be if I were on the other end of this call. I’ve been on the other end before many times.
“He hasn’t,” I say. “I’m a … I’m a …” Marshall’s eyebrows shoot up, challenging me to pick a role. “I’m a friend. But I have some medical training.”
“I see,” she says. “Well, Marshall knows the drill for his flare-ups—antibiotics, increase his Humira from monthly to biweekly injections, prednisone if there’s no improvement in three to five days—”
“Why wouldn’t you start steroids now?”
“No,” Marshall says, burying his face in his pillow.
Dr. Green must have heard him through the phone, because she laughs. “That’s why. Marshall hates steroids. That’s our last resort. I can only recommend. I can’t force medication on him. He knows his limits pretty well.”
“But he’s dehydrated,” I argue. “He’s not thinking clearly.”
Marshall laughs the derisive I-hate-you-right-now kind of laugh. Guilt washes over me, but it’s not enough to stop me. I walk out of the room and head down the hall at a pace that would be way too fast for him to catch me.
“Sorry, I had to walk away from him. He’s being incredibly difficult.”
Dr. Green laughs again. “Maybe, but Marshall thrives on being as normal as possible. Every patient with a chronic illness like Crohn’s has to find his or her own method of management. His last flare-up was in the spring. That’s a long stretch of remission, and that tells me he’s doing something right.”
“But he’s really sick,” I say, not even sure what I’m arguing for or what I want her to do about it. “There must be something else to try.”
“I doubt you’ll be able to talk him into the hospital at this point.” She sighs. “If you convince him to take some pain meds, that might help relieve the cramping he’s experiencing. But Marshall hates pain meds almost as much as steroids, so good luck with that.”
Why would he even bring the meds to school if he’s not planning on taking them? Maybe she’s right. Maybe he does know his limits. They’re just a bit farther out than a conservative medical recommendation.
I hang up with Dr. Green, promising to give her an update tomorrow morning. I glance around and realize that I’m in the common room. I was so focused on running away that I didn’t even pay attention to which room I walked into. I pace for a minute or two and then grab the darts from the board, using Marshall’s techniques to throw a few rounds while I think up a plan for what I should do next.
When I return to Marshall’s room, he’s curled up in a ball on his side, eyes squeezed shut, pain and tension filling his face. I freeze right in front of his bed, a whoosh of light-headedness sweeping over me. I reach for the desk chair and grip it tightly.
He must have heard me walk in, because his eyes open. After he assesses me, the anger drops from his face. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”
Something about Marshall in his current ill state asking me if I’m okay causes a pain to hit my chest. The light-headedness increases, and cold sweat trickles down my forehead and neck. I know this feeling: I’m going to vomit.
“Be right back.” I turn around and head for the bathroom, flinging open the door to the stall, but once I’m kneeling on the floor in front of the toilet, the nausea decreases. I lean against the wall and put my head between my knees. My panicky breathing slows to almost normal. Sweat continues to trickle down my face, but after a few minutes the sick feeling passes and I can stand up again.
I lean over the sink, splashing cold water on my face, drinking some of it. I dry off with a paper towel, ignoring my now shaking legs, and head back to Marshall’s room.
“Did you puke?” he asks, looking concerned.
“No, I just felt like I was going to, but I’m better now.”
He pulls himself halfway up to a sitting position. “My mom ends up barfing every time I’m in the hospital. She tries to pretend she’s walking away to get some item nobody needs at the time, but I figured it out like forever ago.”
“I’m not usually like this.” I turn his desk chair around and sit in it to ease my shaking legs. “Actually, I’m never like this.”
“I meant it when I said you need to chill out. I know what I’m doing. There’s a reason I’m here and not at home. My mom worries and hovers, and my sisters are loud and they worry, too, and cook things in the microwave that smell disgusting—”
“Okay, I get it.” I lean forward, resting my head in my hands. “Let’s compromise, then. You take one dose of pain meds and drink one bottle of Gatorade, and I will promise not to call an ambulance or your mother.”
The glare returns to his face. “That’s not a compromise, that’s blackmail.”
I lift my head. “I’m sorry. Final offer.”
He sighs and only looks half as angry as before, like he’s figured out that I would have left him alone if I could, but I can’t. “Fine, but after you watch me take the pills and drink some fluids, you have to leave.”
“Deal,” I say before jumping up to retrieve the meds from his stash. He refuses to take the Vicodin with crackers despite the fact that without food he might end up vomiting them back up in thirty minutes. It takes him twenty minutes to consume the Gatorade, and by that time the narcotics are kicking in and he’s blinking way more than normal, drowsiness consuming him.
After he’s out, it’s like my brain splits into two halves. One is directing me to lock up my room again, put my suitcase in the car, and head home. The other half has swiped Marshall’s room key, ensuring my reentry, and instead of getting on the interstate and heading north, I’m pulling into the parking lot of the local Walmart.
I’m on autopilot, tossing items into the cart and running through the checkout. By the time I’m back at the dorm, my phone is ringing, my dad calling.
Shit. My dad. Heart transplant. “Dad, I’m sorry, I’m not coming home. I should have called earlier, but something came up.”
“Okay,” he says, “Call your mother and let her know, please. I’ve got a patient on the operating table.”
I have a feeling he’s going to use the “patient on the operating table” excuse a lot to avoid communicating with Mom. And he’s obviously annoyed with me, but he’s hiding it well. Guilt. He may have booted someone out of the OR to let me in. Or else he was worried something had happened to me, and I know he likes to go into every surgery, especially one this risky, with a clear head.
I’m not in the mood to call my mom. Lately I’m not in the mood to call either one of them, so I send her a quick text: Staying at school this weekend, Dad said to let you know. And then I hit ignore when she calls ten seconds later. I cart the Walmart bags inside the abandoned dorm building. Everyone appears to be gone. I’ve been away for nearly an hour, but Marshall is still completely out, breathing in that way only deep sleep can create. I’m still struggling to get a grasp on my motives, so I busy myself picking up all the dirty laundry around his room and taking it to the third-floor washers. I don’t want to wake Marshall yet, since I told him I’d leave after he accepted my compromise/blackmail, so I strap on the surgeon’s headlamp my dad got me for my birthday last year and roam around his room with a garbage bag, picking up trash. After returning to the laundry room and switching his clothes to the dryer, I wipe every surface in the room down with disinfectant.
An hour later, the laundry is folded in a basket on Marshall’s floor and I’ve also scrubbed my own room and swept the floor. I don’t know what else to do, so I take a shower and drink some of the Gatorade I bought for Marshall and eat a protein bar.
Finally, after four hours of sleeping, he wakes up and stumbles toward the bathroom, not even noticing me standing near the closet or the much cleaner surroundings. It’s dark outside now and his eyes are barely open. The bathroom door closes, and I quickly flip the light on and rush over to the bed, stripping the sheets and pillowcase. I found an identical set folded neatly under his bed, and the dirty, sweat-covered sheets in the now practically sterile room were driving me insane.
I sigh with relief when I hear the shower turning on right after the toilet flushes, because I’m not even half done with changing his sheets. Pain meds with a fever that high would cause anyone to wake up in a sweaty mess.
Once the bed is made and the lights are out again, I start to panic about him falling in the shower, but luckily he emerges shortly after, his hair damp, a towel around his waist. He fumbles around in the laundry basket, and just when I think he’s about to drop the towel and flash me, he says, “I know you’re still here, Izzy.”
“I’m sorry,” I say right away.
He shakes his head. “Just cover your eyes.”
I slap a hand over my eyes and hear the towel drop to the floor. “I tried to leave, I swear I did.”
“Yeah, whatever,” he mumbles.
I peek through my fingers and see him climbing back into bed, wearing gym shorts this time instead of boxers. He pats the empty space beside him and my mouth practically falls open in shock. I walk over and tentatively sit down next to him.
“Let’s have one of our chats, okay?” He’s lying on his side facing me, but his eyes are already closing. The pain meds must be working still. “I’m sorry I yelled at you and kicked you out. If you were sick and I saw you like this, I’d stay and help, too, no matter how much you refused.”
I sit perfectly still and quiet, waiting for him to finish.
“But I wouldn’t call your doctor or parents unless you asked me to or unless I thought it was that much of an emergency and you weren’t in any state to handle it yourself.”
“I’m sorry.”
He opens his eyes and looks me over. “I don’t need a doctor, parent, or constant stream of medical advice.”
“I know.”
“But,” he says, taking over the conversation again, “I wouldn’t mind some company, okay? Friendly company.”
“Okay,” I whisper, afraid to say anything else that contradicts my agreement to keep it friendly and non-medical.
“And please take that damn thing off your head before I have nightmares that involve you coming at me with a scalpel.” He closes his eyes again, and after pulling the headlamp off, I sit there as still as possible until his breathing gets slow and heavy. Then I grab my laptop, climb back into Marshall’s bed, and begin a night-long research project.
He told me I couldn’t talk about medical-related subjects—he didn’t say I couldn’t read up on the condition. Or possibly hack into his medical records …


Chapter 16
I jolt awake, feeling the weight of my laptop vanish. I rub my eyes and catch Marshall leaning over me, sliding the computer underneath my side of the bed.
“Sorry,” he whispers. “Looked like it was about to slide off your lap.”
I hadn’t meant to fall asleep, but I check the time and realize I must have dozed off somewhere between 2:00 a.m. and 3:00 a.m. When the sleep fog lifts from my brain, my face immediately heats up, knowing what Marshall probably saw before closing my laptop.
“Can’t decide if I’m pissed at you for illegally reading shit about me or impressed that you had the ability to do that all along and restrained yourself until today,” he says.
“I’m sorry.” I’ve said these words way too many times tonight. I stand up and retrieve a new bottle of Gatorade and two more pain pills for him. Luckily he takes both without any argument. I settle back down beside him, twisting and turning my neck. It’s sore from my having fallen asleep sitting up. “But you have to realize that I’ve looked at thousands of charts. It’s not personal for me. It’s just numbers and data.”
“You mean like you separate the chart from the person?” he asks, taking a big swig of his drink.
“The chart is the person.” The words are out before I can fully process them.
Marshall stares at his hands and peels back the label on the plastic bottle. “That’s what I was trying to get across earlier. I don’t want to be a chart to you.”
We sit in silence for several minutes, the weight of his words occupying the space between us and pressing on me from all sides. Part of me feels like crying but I can’t decide why exactly. Finally Marshall pats my hand and says, “Thanks for cleaning up my room and the laundry and the shopping and all that.”
“I shouldn’t have read it.” The dark hollowness is back, reminding me of all my fears, my lack of humanity. My failures. The words Dr. Winifred James, Ph.D., wrote about me. I swallow the lump in my throat and discreetly wipe away a tear that slips from my eye.
Marshall must sense that I’m upset, because he pats my hand again and settles under the covers, then says, “Well, how about you ask normal questions that eventually fill in all the pieces? We can pretend that no illegal acts took place in order for you to gain those details about my life.”
“Sure.” I turn on my side facing him. “How long have you been sick?”
“Since middle school,” he says, yawning. “My first major symptom was joint pain. I played a lot of sports, so it really got annoying. The doctor tested me for rheumatoid arthritis first, then lupus. I’d been having the stomach problems all along, too, but not so severely that anyone put it together. Plus, thirteen-year-old me didn’t want to tell people how many trips I made to the bathroom a day or talk about feeling bloated after eating at McDonald’s, so I kept that to myself longer than I should have.”
Most of that isn’t in his chart. “What about your surgeries?”
“First one was in ninth grade, and the second one was the summer after high school. I still don’t understand them completely, except that they took sections of my intestines out.”
I start to put together a basic explanation for him, but then I decide against it. If he’d wanted explanations, he would have asked someone by now or read up on it. “You got sick during boot camp,” I say. “That’s why you’re not in the army right now.”
“Yeah, that part blows big-time. It doesn’t matter if my symptoms stay away for years in a row—I still can’t get back in.” He shakes his head. “Doesn’t matter anyway. Obviously I’m not okay.”
“But you’ve been in good shape for months, right?”
“Yep, it was awesome.”
The wistfulness in his voice, the sadness—they hit me pretty hard. I hate that he’s feeling so bad when he should be bouncing around and driving me insane with his complicated and mostly wrong answers to anatomy-related questions and running backward with flip-flops on.
“I’m sorry for blackmailing you and reading your chart,” I blurt out.
“You already apologized, and I accepted that apology,” Marshall says.
I wipe away another tear, hoping he doesn’t notice. “Maybe you shouldn’t forgive me.”
“That isn’t your choice to make, Izzy.” His voice is back to the sleepy-sounding tone, and I figure he’s about to drift off, but then he speaks again. “How was your date with Mr. Can’t-Keep-His-Hands-to-Himself?”
“He’s not nearly as bad in that area as you are,” I point out, and remind him of all the ways he found excuses to touch me.
“Amateur.” Even in the dark, I can see him smile a little. “I don’t ever do this … letting a girl take care of me, do my laundry, feel my forehead. Just thinking about being that guy makes me nauseous.” He reaches for my hand and gives it a squeeze. “But I don’t mind having you here.”
And I don’t usually do this taking-care-of-people routine. Diagnosing, prescribing, operating, labs, blood work, and tests—I’ve done all that. But the rest I hand over to nurses, family members, or the patients themselves. I don’t even think about these parts of patient care. If I thought about these things for every patient I treated, my head would probably explode from overload.
I roll on my back and stare at the ceiling, watching it turn blurry from tears. All my effort becomes devoted to keeping my breaths even and normal. Let him fall asleep again and then you can go in your own room and cry or whatever.
That plan works for about two minutes, and then Marshall is shaking my shoulder gently. “I know you’re crying, so let’s cut out the denial part of the routine. How about you just tell me what’s wrong?”
I lift the bottom of my shirt and wipe my face with it. I can’t look at him, even in the dark. My eyes stay focused on the ceiling. “I get it now. I get why you didn’t want me to know anything about your medical history. It’s like that for me, too, except it’s something else. I’ve been carting it around for almost a week, and it’s just so … I’m afraid that if I tell people, they won’t be able to see me anymore, and everything I do will potentially be a symptom.”
“If you tell me you’re dying and this new take on college is a part of some bizarre bucket list, I swear to God I’ll kick your ass,” Marshall says.
I shake my head, my throat even more constricted now. “It’s not like that. I have all these feelings like heaviness—I have for a few years now. Like I can’t maintain control of my thoughts. I can’t force myself to feel what I know I’m supposed to feel. Death doesn’t scare me. And by that, I mean other people’s deaths. And then I’m sitting alone, cursing myself out for all the horrible thoughts. Most of the time I think I’m right, that I’m not doing anything wrong—everybody else is wrong. And then I have this crushing realization that maybe I’m so screwed up in the head, my system of right and wrong are not even on the map.”
“That’s your secret?” Marshall asks.
I still can’t look at him, especially knowing that I’m going to tell him the rest. He deserves to know. It would help even the score. “That’s only part of it. I’ll tell you the rest, but I don’t want to talk about it. So can I tell you and then we can go back to sleep?”
“Okay.” There’s an odd tone to his voice, something hinting that he might be afraid of what I’m going to say. He’s no longer touching my hand and I sense a few more inches of space between us.
“I’ve only done what I did with your records one other time. Last weekend.” I draw in a deep breath, forcing away the images of pages and pages of text from the other medical file I illegally searched. “You know how I’m adopted?”
“You searched for your birth mother?” he guesses.
“Not exactly.” I cover my face with my hands. “After last week … when we … after we—”
“Yelled at each other and then started making out?” Marshall suggests.
“Yeah that.” I breathe again—in and out. “I had to know what the stupid psychologist wrote about me. Whatever she said kept me out of every residency program. I thought I could figure out how to pass next time on my own, but then other things were screwed up and …”
“You had to know,” he fills in for me, giving me a second to compose myself.
“I read a little bit and then I tried to shut down my brain, to not memorize or think about the rest. I closed it so fast but my stupid fucking photographic memory sucked it all up. Every word. Every page. My birth mother had three different Ph.D.’s—history, anthropology, and forensics. All before she was twenty-five. So my IQ isn’t a fluke. It’s obvious where it came from. She wasn’t married and didn’t have me until she was forty-two. There was no father, at least not outside of the technical sense. She used a sperm donor and in-vitro. She’d been treated for depression on and off since age twenty-one.” I can feel Marshall inhale and hold on to that air. I hate that I’m causing him even an ounce of stress. But it’s a little too late to turn back now. “She killed herself. Postpartum depression, supposedly.” I leave out the details described so vividly in the medical records and stop talking right then. The ones I tried not to read. The ones I can’t erase. I wipe my nose on the sleeve of my T-shirt and turn on my side.
Marshall doesn’t speak at first, but he breaks his promise after about two minutes. “The depression, it’s hereditary, right? That’s what you’re afraid of?”
“Mental illness is hereditary, Marshall. There’s dozens of ways that I could go crazy—there’s bipolar disorder, clinical depression, borderline personality disorder, which would make sense given my tendency to—”
Marshall’s fingers touch my lips, cutting me off. “First rule of crazy people is that they never think they’re crazy. You’re extremely self-aware for someone who thinks she should be headed to the asylum.”
“But I’m exempt from the rule. I know too much.” There’s a great deal of panic in my voice now. I dial it back and add, “I’m sorry. This is not what I wanted to do tonight. I’m not one of those people who likes to make everything about me. You’re sick. Let’s make that the priority.”
He returns to sinking into his pillow, but he reaches under the covers and finds my hand. “I don’t know any great medical theories that you haven’t already learned, but I know you didn’t risk your medical license to dig through my records because you don’t care. Maybe you just aren’t letting yourself see it for what it is.”
The weight of telling him my worst fear lifts off me and I’m suddenly exhausted, and for the first time in I don’t know how long, I fall into a deep sleep without a long round of solving mental equations or calculating the probability of natural disasters alphabetically by continent. I’m Izzy, falling asleep because I’m tired and a little bit upset and a little bit relieved.
But then I do form a random theory in my sleep. I’m soon wondering if I’m relieved because what I’ve told Marshall might make him run for the hills as soon as he’s healthy and then I don’t have to figure out how to do this whole friendship or whatever it is we’re doing. I don’t have to face it if he pushes me away first. And then I don’t know which I’m more afraid of—that happening, or that not happening.


Chapter 17
“Marsh?” I sit up after feeling the empty space beside me and take in the light peeking through the curtains, then I notice Marshall seated at the end of the bed, dressed in track pants and a hoodie, wiggling his feet into those bright orange flip-flops. “Where are you going?”
“For a walk,” he says, like this is perfectly normal for someone who is sick enough to be hospitalized. “I need fresh air.”
“It’s forty degrees outside.” I shake my head. “Seriously, what are you doing?”
He shrugs and heads for the door. “I’m getting stir-crazy, that’s all.”
I spring to my feet. “I’ll go with you.”
“No,” he says, using a tone that makes me stop right where I am. “I’d rather go alone, but thanks.”
I stare at the door after he exits, wondering what he could possibly be up to. Then I remember last night’s conversation. Is he going somewhere private to make a phone call and report my craziness to some university authority or to my parents? I spin around in a circle and quickly spot his cell phone lying on top of the dresser. Okay, so it’s not that … but maybe he’s bringing a therapist to me?
Through the curtain, I spot him outside the building, hands in his pockets, shoulders hunched up like he’s freezing cold. Of course he’s freezing—it’s forty degrees and he’s got a fever.
Since I’m not brave enough to risk chewing any more fingernails, I keep myself busy by grabbing breakfast from my mini-fridge stash, brushing my teeth, and changing into yoga pants and a tank top. I hear Marshall coming up the elevator about thirty minutes after leaving. He doesn’t make eye contact with me, so I sit back on his bed watching him move around the room, trying to guess what conspired outdoors over the last half hour.
An odor along with the outline of a tiny bottle in his pants pocket catches my attention. Visine. “You went outside to smoke weed?” I blurt out, my mouth hanging open. His silence is all the answer I need. Then he proceeds to dump his supplies back into the top drawer. I continue watching him, mulling over this new discovery before asking, “Does it help?”
Marshall finally looks at me. “Yeah, I think so.”
I retrieve my laptop from under the bed, and after closing down Marshall’s medical file, squeezing my eyes shut as I’m hitting the exit button so that I don’t read another word of it, I return to my research from last night.
“That’s it? You’re not going to say anything?” He sits beside me, pulling his legs under the covers.
“What do you want me to say?”
I wait while he searches around for the remote, then clicks the TV on. “I don’t know. I figured you’d have a medical lecture for me or some kind of comment about my lungs turning black.”
“You told me no more medical jargon,” I remind him.
“So you’re thinking these things, but not saying them because of our previous agreement?” he asks.
I shut my laptop again and turn to face him. “Off the record?” He nods. “The side effects of marijuana are less detrimental than the side effects of long-term steroid use. So, if it keeps you from needing prednisone—though Dr. Me would have forced prednisone on you already—then it’s worth it. But if not, then there’s no medical benefit, which leaves only the side effects.”
“So I can smoke in here next time?” he asks tentatively. “Because it’s fucking cold out there.”
I laugh. “We’ll crack a window.”
“I only use it when I’m sick,” he adds. “It’s not a regular thing for me.”
“Okay.” I grab two more bottles of Gatorade from the fridge and hand them over, and luckily he takes them and begins drinking more without argument.
“Holy shit!” Marshall says, flipping through channels. “It’s our lucky day. Almost Famous is on The Movie Channel in fifteen minutes.”
“Right. The most important movie in existence. You do realize you’ve set the bar very high, right?” I tuck my laptop away and focus on this happy, though probably high, Marshall and his choice of activity for us today. Maybe if I let him call the shots for the remainder of the four-day weekend, I won’t get myself into any more trouble.
@IsabelJenkinsMD: Your mother is wrong. Chocolate and fried foods do not cause acne. Hormones, genetics, stress … maybe. But not junk food.

By Friday afternoon, Marshall is giving new meaning to the term stir-crazy. But I am a doctor. I can tell he’s not recovered, just much less dehydrated than on Wednesday afternoon. I’ve lost count of the number of movies we’ve watched between yesterday morning and today. Okay, I haven’t lost count—it’s eight—but the average person would have lost count by now.
I didn’t mind Almost Famous, kind of enjoyed it actually, but many of the others recommended by Marshall’s sisters made me want to throw up.
“I can’t believe what the Disney Channel is doing to children. Have they decided kids shouldn’t be subjected to intelligent thought processing? Or a story that doesn’t follow an identical structure to every other story?” I complain to Marshall after the final scene in Teen Beach Movie.
Marshall jolts awake, having dozed off twenty minutes ago. “Huh?”
“And why are the adults never more intelligent than the preadolescents? Seriously, it’s like a genetic nightmare.”
He rubs his face with both hands. “You’re overthinking this. It’s obviously for the sake of making the plot work. If the adults were on to the kids’ secret plans, then there wouldn’t be any story at all.”
I toss an empty plastic water bottle at the TV. “That’s lazy writing. It’s like me picking twenty diseases and making every patient be diagnosed with one of those twenty diseases because I’m too lazy to learn any more than that.”
“Sorry you’re stuck here with me,” Marshall says. “You could have been watching heart transplants instead. I feel bad that you missed it.”
I hadn’t talked to my dad since Wednesday, right before he went into surgery, but I talked to his scrub nurse this morning and got the scoop on everything I’d missed. “He lost the patient.”
“Fuck,” Marshall says under his breath. “I’m sorry, I mean … you know, sorry for your dad, I guess.”
I shrug. “It was a long shot and the patient had recently taken a turn for the worse. He was twenty-four hours from dying before the surgery.”
“It was a kid, right?” Marshall asks, and I nod. “Jesus Christ. That sucks.”
“Heart transplants are probably the riskiest of any major organ transplant surgery, but the success rate is still really high. It was well worth the risk.”
He stretches out on the bed, arms behind his head, T-shirt riding up just enough for me to catch a glimpse of the trail of hair that leads from the waistband of his sweat pants up to his belly button. “So how does it work, the whole business of yanking out a heart and then putting someone else’s in? What happens while the new one’s being installed?”
I can’t help laughing at the use of the word installed like it’s a new version of Microsoft Word. “Is this a trick question or do you really want me to answer? There will be medical-speak.”
“I’m lifting the treaty for this question only,” he agrees.
“It’s the most amazing surgery. Seriously.” Wanting to take advantage of my free pass, I sit on my feet beside him and shove his T-shirt up until it’s tucked under his armpits. Marshall lifts an eyebrow but doesn’t say anything. I place my left index finger directly between his nipples. “The first step after the patient is under anesthesia is to break the sternum using a saw.” I trace my finger down the center of his chest, mimicking the proper amount of pressure. Beneath my fingertip, I feel Marshall’s heart speed up, his breathing becoming more rapid. I falter for a second, grappling for the next step. “The broken sternum and rib cage are then pulled apart using a retractor.” I place both hands on his chest and slide them outward toward his sides as if spreading his rib cage.
“Now the heart is visible. Next you have to seal off all the blood vessels around the heart and then cut through the pericardium. The pericardium is a sac around the heart that protects it.” I glance up at his face, noticing the intense way his eyes are locked on me. My cheeks flame and my stomach gets that fluttery feeling. I shift my focus back to his chest. “The heart is placed into a dish. Usually it’s discolored and diseased. Sometimes it’s twice the size of what it should be. Surgeons never really know how bad a heart will look until they get in there and see it with their own eyes.” My fingers are now tracing the outline of where his heart should be. “Is this boring you? Too much jargon?”
“Uh-uh,” Marshall says with such certainty, my face grows even warmer.
There’s a smoothness to his skin that my fingers can’t seem to get enough of. There’s no way to mimic the “installation” phase, but I still make up movements to have an excuse to keep my hands on him. “Next, you have to trim the vessels of the donor heart to fit inside the chest cavity. Then you attach the donor heart’s blood vessels to the patient’s blood vessels. The patient is removed from the heart-lung machine, and the patient’s own blood begins to circulate through the new heart.” I glance up to make sure I haven’t lost his attention. “At that point, there’s a moment in the OR when the entire room goes completely still. No one speaks, no one breathes. And we wait for that new heart to jolt to life. It’s literally seconds, but it can feel like an eternity.”
“What goes through your mind when you’re doing something like that?” Marshall asks, his voice barely above a whisper. “What do you think about for those seconds?”
I begin to retrace with my hands the procedure I’ve already demonstrated on his chest. “The first transplant I scrubbed in on was with a surgeon at a different hospital from where I did my internship, and she said she thinks about the patient walking, talking, running—she imagines that person’s future,” I explain. “My dad thinks about the steps he’s just made and goes through them over and over in his head so that he’s ready to react if any potential problem arises. He always preaches that every doctor makes mistakes, but it’s how you recover from those errors that truly determines your ability.”
“What about you? What do you think about?”
“I count.” My heart rate increases. My pulse is pounding hard into my fingertips, and I’m sure he can feel it. “I count the seconds that elapse, and I focus on each number representing an infinite amount of smaller numbers and those numbers representing an infinite amount of even smaller fragmented seconds. And when I do that, time slows down and I don’t have to rush.”
Marshall closes his eyes and sighs when my fingers trace over his collarbone. “My anatomy grade would benefit hugely from this type of hands-on studying.”
Now it’s my turn to lift an eyebrow, but I decide not to analyze. I’ve already committed to letting Marshall dictate the activities. At least until Monday morning, when the dorm comes back to life. I lie flat on my back beside him and give his hand a tug. “All right. Locate the deltoid muscle.”
He rolls on his side, props himself up on his elbow and meets my gaze. No, I’m not kidding. He hesitates a moment then barely brushes a finger over the correct shoulder muscle.
“Good. Triceps.” I close my eyes and sink into the feeling of Marshall’s hand sliding from my shoulder to the back of my arm. “Correct. Now, femur.”
The skin-to-skin contact is interrupted by my annoying pants sitting in the way of his finger and my thigh.
“Something a bit more challenging,” Marshall suggests.
I pull in a breath, trying to keep calm. “How about the sternocleidomastoid?”
He hesitates again, and just when I think he may be stumped, I feel first his breath and then his mouth on my neck. I let out a sigh, unable to stop myself.
“A little further forward,” I manage to say. “That’s the trapezius.”
He applies a heavier dose of pressure in the new location, and my fists are balled up in the sheets to keep from grabbing on to him and holding him against me like this for the rest of the weekend.
“I like this kind of tutoring,” I whisper, my eyes still closed.
Marshall laughs against my skin. “I like this kind of studying.” He leaves a trail of kisses between the previous muscle and a brand-new one. “Pectoralis major, right?”
“Uh-huh.”
Instead of shoving my top up, like I did to his shirt a little while ago, he carefully rolls the hem up until it’s just under the bottom of my bra. His mouth lands on the ribs on my left side.
“External oblique?” he says, unsure.
“Serratus anterior.” I let go of the sheet and touch his hair, combing my hand through it. It’s fluffy and soft.
His mouth journeys to multiple points across my midsection, with me reciting the muscle name at each spot and him repeating it in that low, sexy voice, half serious and half playful. My heart is racing, my hands working so hard not to take action on their own. He makes his way back toward my neck and I say, “We did that one already.”
“I know.” He rests his forehead against mine, both of us breathing heavier than normal, and then he lays his hand on my cheek.
My fingers are itching to grab his face and pull his mouth to mine but I remind myself who’s calling the shots today. And it’s not me. “Did you run out of muscles? Should we move on to bones?”
In other words, Please don’t tell me the study session is over.
“Skin,” he says, “Definitely skin.”
“But skin isn’t—” I’m cut off by Marshall’s gloriously in-control mouth crashing into mine. I’ve been too close to him for too many hours to not go overboard with this new door opening. I wrap my arms around his back, pulling him on top of me, and then my hands slide under his T-shirt, pressing firmly into his skin and easily dragging the material up. He releases his hold on me and breaks our kiss long enough to remove his shirt and toss it aside. I sit up and force him back against the pillows before straddling his lap. I grasp the hem of my tank top, ready to discard it immediately, but Marshall gently moves my hands out of the way and begins to lift the shirt over my head himself. And then our lips collide again when I lean down, our hands moving fast all over each other. I can feel his erection, feel that he’s as turned on as I am right now, but after deepening the kiss, allowing our tongues to tangle together, he grasps my face in both hands, placing two inches of space between our lips. His eyes close and his forehead wrinkles.
“What’s wrong?” I say immediately. “Are you okay? Am I hurting you?”
He pulls himself up to a full sitting position, leaving me on his lap, my legs now wrapped around his back. I wait while he grapples for an answer, eyes now open. “You’re not hurting me. I was just thinking … just thinking that …”
“That what?” I press.
His fingers slide through my hair and find the back of my neck, rubbing it gently. “That we don’t have anywhere to go for a few days and this doesn’t have to be so frantic.”
“Right.” My face flames and I move to climb off his lap, but Marshall holds me firmly in place. “I’m sorry. You’re sick and I was trying really hard to let you be in charge.”
“Who says I’m not in charge?” Amusement fills his expression, and then he pulls our bodies completely together, my breasts pressing against his chest. Even through my bra, my nipples harden from the contact. “And I didn’t mean we should stop. Just that we should fill as many minutes as possible.”
Excitement tumbles around in my stomach and moves south. Marshall takes his time planting kisses all along the front of my neck, tilting my head back to give himself more access. By the time my gaze meets his and I’m looking into those swirly blue eyes, the amusement is gone from his face. He’s intense and focused and so incredibly hot I can hardly keep either of our pants on. You’re not in charge, Izzy, Marshall is.
He kisses me again, and those talented fingers unhook my bra. The kiss turns slow and lingering, his hands caressing my back, my neck, moving through my hair, until I’m melting against him. And then I’m lying on my back again, Marshall leaning over me, sliding off my pants, our heads at the foot of the bed. The throbbing in my body is no longer isolated to between my legs but has spread everywhere now as I grip the sheets tighter, working so hard not to shove him onto his back, yank his sweatpants off, and see exactly how turned on he is right now.
Instead, I think about Marshall standing close behind me, both of us staring at the dartboard in the common room, and the way he spoke directly into my ear, instructing me to stop thinking so much, to allow my body to take over. I close my eyes and enjoy the heat of his mouth pressing against my neck, my collarbone, my breasts—lingering on each nipple—and then my stomach. His lips touch all around the edges of my panties, causing me to wriggle and my grip to tighten on the sheets. His fingertips are a light whisper on my skin when they hook into the waistband of my underwear and carefully slide it down around my ankles. Cold air comes between us for a second and then Marshall is lying beside me, his legs now as bare as mine.
His places a hand between my breasts, his fingers splayed over my heart. “I know you might not believe me, Izzy, but you have a very good heart. I don’t think you need to change; I’ve never thought that. You just need to let people in.”
I stare at his face, a lump forming in my throat. “You mean people like you?”
“Yes.” He slides his hand up and his thumb brushes across my cheek. “People like me.”
“Is that what you want?” I ask, my voice shaking with both tears and all this pent-up sexual energy.
“Yes.”
Marshall is rarely a man of one-word answers—quite the opposite—but tonight he cuts himself off at a simple yes and proceeds to kiss me so gently, so directly, I’m in all new territory. I can’t do anything but follow his lead, my entire body willing to give in to whatever he’s offering.
After a few more minutes of being subjected to all this not-sex, he finally retrieves a condom but hesitates before opening it, looking me over carefully. Asking permission. I start to reach and help him slide it on, but pull my hand back, giving a tiny nod instead. The second before he enters me is stretched out to infinite fragments of seconds in which I replay all twenty-eight times I did this with Justin and all seven times with Sam and how I didn’t trust either of them to make it good for me. How I took over and made sure it was good. But that isn’t how you let people in. Trust is what Marshall’s talking about. He wants me to trust him. He wants me to give him some part of myself, like he gave me by letting me in his room this weekend, letting me see this less healthy, more vulnerable Marshall.
But there’s nothing unhealthy about his male anatomy, and the sound that escapes my lips when he pushes inside me is enough to get a smirk from Mr. Not-So-Vulnerable-Right-Now. But he’s quickly back to being serious, capturing my mouth in a kiss that completely frees me of any urges to take over. I’m all yours. Do whatever you want with me.
Arms are around me, hands in my hair, lips moving across my cheek, over my neck, and I’m thinking about poetry, about Edgar Allan Poe and words that move like waves, people who move like waves together, and all the non-words we can make with our bodies.
Marshall freezes his movement, his arms holding me tight.
My eyes fly open and I whisper, “What? What’s wrong?”
His gaze meets mine, and I see vulnerable Marshall again. “I need you to say it.” He bends down and presses his mouth to mine. “Say that you want more than this. With me.”
I reach up and touch his face with one hand. This is the opposite of the parting moment I had with Sam. The opposite of my last conversation with Justin. I was wrong to place Marshall in that category, to assume I’d started the same pattern all over again. He’s an open book, and while I don’t know what I am, I want to be like him, too. And that’s really all he asked of me—to want more, not to promise that I’ll succeed at it. He hasn’t asked me to promise him anything. I pull his mouth down to mine again, giving him another kiss. “I want more with you,” I whisper against his lips.
He pushes himself in deeper causing my insides to tighten in anticipation. His speed increases, both of us gripping each other tighter until I’m completely consumed by orgasmic distractions. He must have been able to feel the tightening effect of my orgasm on his penis, because a long string of curse words escape his lips and then his mouth is crashing into mine again, his own orgasm pulsing inside me. Then both of us go completely limp. With Marshall’s weight on top of me, my chest can barely rise and fall at the rapid rate it wants to, but I don’t want him to move. I grip the back of his neck and wrap an arm around his waist, holding him in place. Marshall buries his face in my neck, pressing dozens of tiny kisses into my skin.
After several minutes, he reluctantly rolls off the bed to discard his condom and put his boxers back on. Then after some careful searching on both our parts and lots of laughing, he finds my panties tangled in the comforter on the floor and wiggles them back onto me. I don’t think we’ve hit that holy-shit-we-just-had-sex moment yet, because both of us are way too calm and comfortable.
Marshall flops back onto the bed, at the top this time, and reaches for the comforter on the floor and then for me. I study him again before lying beside him and placing my ear to his chest. He’s back to that sickly pale color and his face is tense with pain.
“We probably should have waited a couple of days to do that,” I say, lifting my head and studying him with more concern than before.
“Probably,” Marshall says with a short laugh. “But it was so worth it.”
I sit up and push the sweaty hair from his forehead. “When’s the last time you ate any actual food?”
His eyes flutter, like his eyelids weigh too much to hold them open. “Saturday, I think.”
“Saturday?” It’s Friday. My stomach ties into knots, but I take a deep breath and think before speaking. I’ve already pissed him off enough this weekend. “Is there anything that sounds good to you? I could go out and get something for both of us.”
He fumbles around with his eyes closed and eventually finds my hand, lacing his fingers through it. “Will that make you feel better?”
Yes, I almost say but then I realize that this is probably what Marshall does for his mom and his sisters—he ignores what his body is telling him and he makes decisions that will make them feel better. That’s why he’s here and not at home this weekend. “Not if it’s going to make you feel worse.”
His eyes fly open, flashing me a look of gratitude. “It will. I’ll be okay without eating. It’s the only way to really get myself back to almost normal. I’ve gone three weeks without food before and I was fine.”
The idea of two more weeks of him not eating—he’s probably down seven or eight pounds already—nearly sends me into a panic, but I breathe slow again and nod. The logic is there. “It gives your digestive system a chance to rest, the inflammation a chance to calm down. But I’m not used to you skipping meals. Usually you add extra meals, like your second dinner.”
Marshall laughs, his eyes closing again. “It’s awesome when I can look at food and not imagine how painful eating it will be. I take advantage when I can. But losing a bunch of weight sucks. I worked my ass off all summer for these muscles and the extra twenty pounds, so trust me, I’ll eat something soon, okay?”
“What about Jell-O?” I can’t let it go. “Or soup?”
“Sure, that’s fine,” he mumbles. “Nothing red. Once I puked up red Jell-O and my mom called 911, convinced I was bleeding internally or some shit like that.”
That explains why the red Gatorade has gone untouched.
“No red Jell-O,” I repeat. “Got it.”
My hands are shaking again, realizing what we just did and the fact that he’s still very sick. Does that make me a horrible person? Marshall is apparently determined to convince people he’s much healthier than he really is, so maybe it’s not my fault. Not completely, anyway.
But holy shit, we just had sex. While he was extremely sick and after I told him that genetically I have a high probability of going crazy someday. Maybe I’m not the only odd one in this relationship.
Holy shit, I think I’m in a relationship now. That’s what I agreed to, isn’t it?


Chapter 18
@IsabelJenkinsMD: Coffee won’t sober you up. Might counterbalance the sedative effect of alcohol, but your BAC isn’t changing without time to metabolize.
When I get back from the store, carting bags of non-red, non-solid foods, Marshall is seated at his desk, head resting on his arm, a prescription bottle placed in his line of sight.
“We’re having a staring contest,” he says when he sees me. “I’m not sure who’s going to come out on top yet—me or the steroids.”
I deposit the grocery sacks onto the bed, pressing my lips firmly together so that I can keep my promise and not overwhelm him with medical opinions. He knows what he’s doing. But then I notice his bare back and I’m crossing the room in two long strides, studying the new red splotches and bumps forming on his skin. “What the—”
“That bad, huh?” Marshall asks.
I gently glide my fingers over a couple of the bumps, feeling the texture. “Kind of. But it is a symptom of Crohn’s, and it’s also proof that you’re in a full-blown flare-up right now.”
“I know.” He sighs, continuing to stare at the bottle. “I hate these pills. They suck ass.”
“I know.” I don’t know what else to say. I’ve never taken oral corticosteroids, but I do know the side effects can be very difficult. I comb my fingers through his hair and then lean down and plant a kiss on the side of his neck.
“It’s my birthday tomorrow,” he says. Then, after glancing at the digital clock on his desk, he adds, “Actually, in three hours.”
“I know that, too.” I read it in his medical file. It’s weird that we almost have the same birthday. If things hadn’t been so up and down with us over the past week, I would have suggested a joint party or something.
“I should be out legally purchasing alcohol and getting completely wasted like every other just-turned-twenty-one-year-old.”
“And I should be experiencing college for the first time and not the third. I should be struggling with calculus or biology, struggling to choose a major …” I continue moving my fingers through his hair and bend down again to kiss a part of his shoulder not yet affected by the rash. “But I guess we don’t get to be normal with everything.”
“True.” Marshall gives me that sexy half smile, then raises his head and opens the bottle of pills, popping two into his mouth and washing them down with blue Gatorade. “Happy birthday to me.”
“Wait, I have presents …” I head back over to his bed and dig through the bags, pulling out two items and displaying one in each hand. “Two-ply ultra-soft toilet paper and flushable personal wipes.”
He laughs and shakes his head. “Old-people toilet paper and baby wipes. Thanks, Izzy.”
“I thought about Depends, but they weren’t on sale.”
He snatches the toilet paper from my hands and then winds up and throws it at me. “If I felt better, I’d seriously tackle you right now.”
“That could be fun.” I rip open the package of toilet paper and pull out a roll. “I’m totally stealing one of these for the girls’ bathroom. I’m tired of that crunchy generic one-ply shit.”
Marshall stands up, pain flitting across his face from the effort, and moves slowly around the room, gathering his “birthday presents” and clean clothes before heading into the bathroom for a shower. While he’s gone, I get everything unpacked and microwave some chicken noodle soup and set green, blue, and orange Jell-O cups onto the table next to his bed. My first-aid kit is spread across the bed when he returns.
He eyes the scattered medical supplies and freezes in the doorway. “Uh-oh, I sense some dorm room surgery about to happen, and since no one else is around, that must mean I’m the victim—I mean patient.”
My eyebrows shoot up. “You mean like the surgery we did earlier?”
Marshall laughs, a grin spreading across his face. “Okay, that wasn’t too bad.”
“I’m looking for topical steroids for your rash.”
“That’s not nearly as interesting.” He joins me on the bed and looks at the Jell-O cups but doesn’t touch them.
I hand him the container of soup and a plastic spoon. “It’s way more liquid than solid.”
He stares down at the bowl in a similar manner as he’d done with the bottle of pills. I finally locate the topical steroid cream and watch Marshall swirl the spoon around, never lifting it to his mouth.
I begin dotting the ointment over each red bump on his back while he continues not-eating. “Just try it. What’s the worst that could happen?”
With a heavy sigh, he lifts the spoon and eats. I feel an immediate rush of relief, seeing actual nourishment entering his body.
The relief lasts exactly one hour.

I think Marshall would have liked to have hidden the details from me, but with the dorm so quiet tonight, there’s no mistaking the sound of gut-ripping vomiting. As soon as I hear it, I’m on my feet, hesitating at the door of the guy’s bathroom, before charging in. Fortunately, it’s much less disgusting in here than I’d imagined with eight college guys sharing a bathroom. Marshall looks about ten times sicker when he finally emerges from the stall and leans over the sink, splashing water on his face.
“Can you grab my toothbrush?” he asked, his voice hoarse. “Top shelf.”
I reach up and fumble around with the items on the highest of four shelves, feeling for a toothbrush and a tube of toothpaste. I hand it over and wait for him to finish, then hold his blue towel out for him.
“I’m sorry,” I say finally. “From now on, I’m keeping my mouth shut.”
“Somehow I doubt you’ll manage that.” He gives me a tiny pained smile, and then his arms are around me and he kisses the top of my head, making the guilt I feel double in size. “I’m not positive it was the soup that sent me in here for a barf fest. The antibiotics upset my stomach.”
We walk back to his room and I’m rolling around a suggestion in my head, the guilt helping to bring me closer to spilling my theory out loud. “Can I go off the record again?”
He rolls his eyes and climbs back into bed. “You’re always off the record with me. I wouldn’t even know the record if it was sitting right in front of me.”
“Okay, then. You don’t really need those antibiotics. Well, you can probably get by without them. There’s only a twelve percent chance of infection, but antibiotics are a standard done for a number of reasons, mostly relating to liability and worst-case-scenario-type things.”
Marshall’s face lights up. “Seriously?”
I nod, not wanting to use any more words to potentially jeopardize my medical reputation, but it’s all completely true. However, I’ve always followed the standard protocol. I never would have considered a patient feeling nauseous as a reason to stop part of the treatment. To me, seven days of feeling sick to your stomach was worth the infection prevention, but I can’t stand the thought of Marshall vomiting again with all that pain in his abdomen already.
He rolls on his side, shivering and pulling the covers all the way up to his neck. “I think if you come over here and lie down with me—preferably after discarding your shirt and pants—I’ll feel way better.”
I burst out laughing but reach down to pull my shirt over my head. “What are you doing to me? I feel like I’m being brainwashed. Is this what you do to girls, Marshall Collins? Some kind of psychological method that induces the urge to do everything you say?”
He reaches for my hand, tugging me down beside him. “Yes, exactly. But usually I’m healthy and can use feelings other than pity to get my way.”
I slip under the covers, bringing myself as close as possible, my leg sliding between his. I rest a hand on his cheek. “Pity is not something I’ve ever felt before. Including right now.”
“I know I already said this, but I really am glad you’re here.” He closes the gap between our mouths and kisses me, his lips lingering against mine for a few seconds before pulling away. “And I thought you were pretty before, but now that I’ve seen all of you, I’m so turned on right now, I’m gonna be forced into dream sex all night. Not that you need to hear that—I’m sure you know what you look like, Izzy—but I want to make sure it’s me saying it that stands out in your mind and not—”
“Yoshi,” I tease. “Or your brother?”
He laughs. “Jesse would never touch you. He was just testing me last weekend, seeing if I liked you more than I was telling him. He has gifted intuition. Unfortunately.”
I start to work my hands over all the tense muscles in his back. “Go to sleep before you give me more compliments that I can’t handle. I’m really bad with compliments.”
“Hmm,” he says, eyes closing. “Maybe we should add that to Izzy’s Educational To-Do List.”

I wake up in the middle of the night, opening my eyes and staring at Marshall’s bare chest. But it’s the feel of his fingers combing through my hair that truly breaks me from sleep. He’s propped up on his elbow, wide awake and watching me, the glow of the muted TV his only light.
“You talk in your sleep,” he says.
“What did I say?”
He leans down and brushes his mouth across my cheek. “I don’t know. Most of it wasn’t in English.”
“Latin?” That’s the only language besides English that I learned before age ten, so it’s one that I occasionally dream in.
“Maybe,” he says. “It reminded me of your mom in biology. One time we did this assignment where we had to make up our own Latin-sounding creature or combine two species and make a scientific name for it.”
“That sounds like a pointless assignment,” I say laughing.
“It was fun. We were allowed to draw pictures, and it was the only A I got all semester.”
I roll onto my back and look up at his face. “That’s because you’re creative, not scientific.”
“There’s something else I remembered from that lesson.” His face turns more serious. “We were talking about genetic links and which animals were closely related to humans, and somehow your mom mentioned you being adopted. I seriously didn’t think of this until like an hour ago. The conversation had to do with adapting to your environment, and a bunch of people in my class said that a species couldn’t be moved. And then your mom told us that you lived in Florida and weren’t adopted until you were five, but you adapted to the colder climate easily.”
I give him a strange look, but I can’t help smiling. He’s adorable when he tries to be serious. “She must have forgotten the fact that I had access to things like coats and hats and gloves and indoor heating. So my ability to adapt was dependent on those additional outside factors.”
“You were five when you were adopted,” Marshall repeats, putting extra emphasis on the word five. “All this time, I’d pictured an infant being handed over to a couple wanting a baby. But five? Where were you before that, Izzy?”
The concern in his voice melts my insides. But I have to look away from his face. “Foster care.”
He draws in a breath holding it there for a few seconds. “So your birth mother died, you were sent to a foster home at three months of age, and you stayed there five years?”
“It was a few homes,” I admit. “Eight.”
“Eight homes …” He closes his eyes briefly before reopening them. “Then you were sent to college at twelve, where you had no friends and you hooked up with a professor. Your medical career went all unstable, you come here and it’s hard, your parents decide to get divorced without telling you, and then you find out your birth mother had a history of mental illness and committed suicide.”
“That about sums it up.” My voice shakes, but I hold back the tears. “Thanks for the recap.”
Marshall feels around for my hand and laces his fingers through mine. His mouth finds mine, touching my lips so gently it causes a single tear to slip from my eye. “Why are you so hard on yourself? I can’t believe you’re even as normal as you are, Izzy. What you’re dealing with sucks, and I can’t even imagine what that would be like. I don’t see any reason to blame genetics when you have all these outside factors to explain how you’re feeling.”
I squeeze my eyes shut, allowing a few more tears to leak out. These are tears of relief. It’s the most logical thing Marshall Collins has ever said to me. I don’t think in those patterns. I think in pathological patterns—symptoms plus patient history plus family history equals diagnosis. But this … this makes sense. I swallow the lump in my throat and whisper, “Thank you.”
His lips touch mine again, then a third time, pressing more firmly until he cups the back of my neck with one hand and deepens the kiss. His other hand trails down my stomach and over my panties. I sigh, enjoying it too much, then I reach for his fingers to stop them. “No … let’s not break you any more than we already have, okay?”
He laughs, but shakes off my grip. “No overexertion. I’m just going to touch you like I’ve been doing for the last hour.”
Has he been watching me sleep and touching my hair for an hour? “Uh-oh, you’re like that stalker vampire dude. I’m not the type to swoon over those behaviors.”
Marshall laughs, his breath tickling my neck, his fingers sliding between my legs. “I couldn’t sleep. It had nothing to do with you.”
“Edward couldn’t sleep, either,” I say, but the words leave my mouth as a gasp. His hands are magical and I don’t even believe in magic. “Those steroids work really fast, don’t they?”
“Yeah, they do,” he admits with a sigh, like those pills are the enemy he’s been forced to become temporary allies with. He kisses up and down my neck. “You smell really good.”
My body shakes with laughter. “We’re not the same blood type, so don’t even think about eating me.”
I turn my head, my mouth finding his, and let him have his way with me. Giving in is not a very difficult task, that’s for sure.


Chapter 19
First I hear a soft knock, but my sleeping brain doesn’t think much of it. Then the knock turns into a bang. I’m tangled up in Marshall’s limbs. He finally fell asleep two hours ago, and now the sun is bright through the space between his two curtains. I give him a little shake, but instead of waking up, he feels around under the covers with one hand until he finds my ass and spreads his fingers over it, pulling me in tighter. I’ve been in his bed for a few days now; I guess he’s used to me.
The sound of more than one voice echoes from the hall, which is startling since we’ve been alone all weekend. It’s only nine in the morning, and I can’t imagine that anyone’s back at school yet. I shake Marshall harder and whisper, “Someone’s at the door.”
His eyes open, he listens for a moment, and then he releases a frustrated breath. “Goddammit.”
“What?” I ask, but before he can answer, the doorknob is turning. Marshall’s made too many trips to the bathroom to remember to lock the door every time he returns. I sit upright, tug my T-shirt down, and pull the covers to my chest, knowing we’re about to get caught—resident and resident advisor fornicating behind closed doors.
Marshall rolls off his side of the bed and stands up in his blue checkered boxers at the same moment two teenage girls, one little girl, a slim middle-aged woman, and a beefy-looking guy who is like a fifty-year-old version of Marshall’s brother Jesse come tumbling inside.
“Happy birthday!” all five of them shout together.
Marshall glances at me, rolls his eyes, then turns back to the strangers in the room. “You guys suck,” he says, looking more amused than angry or concerned with the fact that it’s pretty obvious we were just in bed together.
I reach across the bed and grab his arm, pulling him closer. “I’m not wearing any pants,” I hiss into his ear.
“That’s Izzy,” the tallest girl whispers to the second-tallest girl, both of them sporting Marshall’s dark hair and slim figure.
Marshall grins and kisses the top of my head, then turns to the people. “See why surprises can be bad?” He points at me. “She has no pants on. You’re making her uncomfortable. And this is Izzy’s first impression of my family. Nice job.”
Uncomfortable is an understatement.
Marshall’s mom smacks his dad in the chest with the back of her hand. He immediately covers his eyes with one hand. “What did I tell you?” his mom says, “Either he’s sick again or there’s a girl keeping him from coming home this weekend.”
“Are you an RA, too?” the oldest girl asks me.
My eyes must be wide with alarm, and all I can do is shake my head.
“She’s not an RA, she’s a doctor, remember?” the littlest girl says, her eyes sweeping over the dresser topped with pill bottles. My gaze travels to her foot, the one that turns in. That must be Allie.
“See? He is sick again,” the middle girl says, also taking in the evidence around the room.
“Is that why you’re in his bed?” Allie asks, turning her big blue eyes and blond pigtails to face me. “Did you check his temperature? Are you making sure he’s comfortable?”
Marshall grins again. “Oh, she’s definitely making me feel very comfortable.”
“Marshall!” his mom says, “Be a gentleman.”
My mouth falls open, but I can’t ask how they know who I am or that I’m a doctor because Jesse comes bursting into the room, out of breath. He takes in the situation and tosses a sympathetic look in Marshall’s direction. “Sorry, bro. I got here as soon as I heard they were doing their little surprise routine.”
“Close your eyes!” his mom demands to Jesse.
“Izzy doesn’t have pants on,” the middle girl says, a giggle escaping.
Not only are my eyes wide, but my cheeks are burning.
The oldest girl tosses her long hair over one shoulder and holds her hand up. “I’m Tracy.” She points to the middle girl. “Renee, aka Peppercorn.” She tugs the little girl’s pigtails. “And this is Allie.” Tracy bends over, picks up my flannel pajama pants, and tosses them to me.
I sigh with relief and slip them on under the covers. Finally I stand up, feeling much more comfortable. But then Renee holds up my bra. “You might need this.”
I fold my arms across my chest, remembering that I’m still missing an important undergarment.
“Give me that.” Marshall’s mom snatches the bra from Renee and opens a desk drawer, stuffing it inside. She turns to me, smiling like I didn’t just roll out of her son’s bed. “I’m Elizabeth. It’s nice to meet you, Izzy. Marshall’s told us so much about you.”
I shoot Marshall a look that says, Really?
He shrugs. “I refuse to be teased or subjected to an inquisition on my birthday.”
“Are you decent yet?” Jesse asks, his eyes still covered.
“You can look now,” Allie says, and both men uncover their eyes.
Marshall’s dad, who I remember used to be in the military and is now a football coach, surprises me by grabbing Marshall, hugging him, and rubbing the top of his head until his hair is sticking up even more than usual. “Twenty-one! I can’t believe it. Are you feeling okay? You look sick. Are you sick?”
Marshall pulls away and the grin finally drops from his face. “Yeah, a little.”
The room goes quiet for a total of three heartbeats, and then all four females are in motion, walking around, picking up loose items, talking all at once, asking him about his symptoms, whether he’s been eating or drinking.
Jesse’s leaning against the door frame shaking his head. Finally he speaks loud enough to carry over all their voices. “Hello? And you guys wonder why he wanted to stay away from home this weekend.” Jesse lifts a hand, gesturing at Marshall. “Marsh, do you need their help? Do you need Mom to wipe your ass and Allie to sprinkle magic healing fairy dust all over you?”
“I do not,” Marshall says, then he reaches for his littlest sister and gives her shoulders a squeeze. “I don’t mind the fairy dust,” he whispers to her.
“He’s got a freakin’ doctor in his room.” Jesse gives a nod in my direction. “A hot doctor, I should add.”
Marshall’s dad smacks his oldest son in the back of the head.
“Are any of you doctors?” Jesse asks, shrugging off his dad’s reprimand.
“No,” they all grumble in unison.
“Then let’s stick to the plan,” Jesse says. “Birthday brunch. Presents. Bowling.”
“Bowling?” I ask, and then wish I’d kept my mouth shut, because I’ve managed to say two things to his family thus far: I’m not weaing any pants and Bowling. Can’t get more charming than that.
“It’s Marsh’s favorite ‘family-time’ activity,” Renee says, using air quotes and rolling her eyes at the same time.
Elizabeth says in her sympathetic-mom voice, “We shouldn’t go out with your brother not feeling well.”
“What did I just say?” Jesse reminds her. “Marsh? Do you want to go out?”
My mouth falls open in protest, but I close it the second I see Marshall nod eagerly.
“I think,” I say, “I’m gonna head over to my room.…”
Allie jumps up and down, clapping. “Can I see your room, please, please, please?”
“You’re coming with us, right?” Renee asks. “You have to come with us.”
I’m honestly not sure I can handle an entire morning of this family. I look to Marshall for help, but I can see he’s pleading with me silently to say yes … I think.
“Um … okay.” I head through the door, and realize that all the females are following me to my room. Maybe so Marshall can get dressed?
“I’m not even allowed to date, and Marshall’s allowed to have s-e-x in his dorm room,” Tracy whines to her mother.
Renee wrinkles her nose. “Gross.”
Allie turns around in front of us, arms crossed, foot tapping. “I know you just spelled sex. I’m not a baby. I know that’s why Izzy didn’t have her pants on.”
Oh. My. God.
“All right,” Elizabeth concedes, patting her oldest daughter on the head. “You have permission to have sex when you’re twenty-one.”
Tracy groans. “Thanks, Mom. Thanks a lot.”
“You’re very welcome.”
Renee walks up beside me and whispers loud enough for everyone to hear. “Just think, if you marry Marshall, we can all be your family, too.”
Finally I crack a smile. I like this girl. She’s made sarcasm an art form.
I unlock the door to my room and quickly head for the closet to find an outfit.
Allie heads straight for Kelsey’s cheer costume, hung neatly on a hook outside her closet. “Awesome!”
Tracy flops onto Kelsey’s bed, and Renee lands on mine. “Sorry about your parents and the divorce stuff,” Tracy says.
My fingers freeze on a pair of skinny jeans hanging in my closet. I turn around to face her, my eyebrows lifted.
“I need to get something from the car,” Marshall’s mom says, hurrying out of the room, obviously wanting to make this less intrusive for me.
Tracy’s expression fills with guilt. “Sorry. He tells me stuff. Like everything. But it’s no big deal.”
“If you keep a secret in our family, it gets dragged out of you and then made into this big deal even if it isn’t,” Renee explains. “So we’ve been trained to spill our guts all the time.”
“So Marshall never told you that he was helping a foreign exchange student or a socially inept home-schooled kid?” I ask.
Tracy and Renee shake their heads.
“What’s inept?” Allie asks, smoothing Kelsey’s cheer skirt with one hand.
“Bad,” Renee says at the same time Tracy says, “Incapable.”
“Oh my God …” Tracy flops onto her back, stretching out across Kelsey’s bed. “You are so lucky, Izzy. You’re allowed to have a boyfriend. You can kiss him whenever you want.”
“Ew,” Renee says, then adds, “Marsh is your boyfriend, right?”
I clutch the jeans and a sweater to my chest, my gaze bouncing between the three of them who all seemed to be waiting patiently for my answer. “I’m … I’m not sure. I haven’t actually used that word before,” I say, stalling, “And I don’t feel comfortable using it without getting a second opinion first.”
“Whatever.” Renee rolls her eyes again. “You spend all your time with him and you’ve kissed him and told him about your parents. And you’re taking care of him while he’s sick.”
“She has to help him,” Allie says, returning her attention to the cheer uniform. “Because of the hippomatic oath.”
“Hippocratic oath,” I correct.
“We let her watch Gray’s Anatomy,” Tracy admits. “Don’t tell my mom.”
“Yeah, because there’s tons of s-e-x,” Allie sings.
Okay, two sarcastic sisters might be a bit much.

I just rode in the back of a minivan. For thirty minutes. Now I’m standing in line with Marshall’s family at someplace called Old Country Buffet that was apparently chosen because Elizabeth Collins had a coupon. I attempt to pay for my meal, but both Marsh’s parents wave me away like it’s an insane idea. I stand beside Jesse watching Marshall as he reaches for Allie and lifts her up in his arms. I immediately wince, thinking about the pain he’s in right now.
“Is your head about to explode?” Jesse asks me, keeping his voice low. I nod, and he laughs and adds, “Don’t worry, me and Dad snuck him outside to smoke a joint while you were getting ready. He’s probably feeling okay now.”
That would explain the recently dilated pupils. I guess his mom isn’t too keen on the marijuana use. Or maybe she doesn’t know?
Marshall moves toward me when it’s time for us to be seated at a giant round table. Elizabeth makes sure I get first pick of seats and then says to me apologetically, “I hope this place is okay … I’m sure you eat at much nicer places.”
“Her dad’s a heart surgeon,” Renee says. “Of course she eats at nicer places.”
“Right.” Elizabeth’s face goes red, and I’m not sure what to say to make her feel at ease. Luckily Marshall rescues me.
“Give it up, Mom.” He stands behind me, rubbing my shoulders. “Izzy eats in the school dining hall. This is like five steps up.”
“He’s right,” I add. “I got a pre-made salad at Walmart yesterday, and it was like eating gourmet.”
I finally get some breathing room when all of us scatter to various sections of the buffet. Marshall walks behind me, filling his plate with whatever I choose. “Thanks for coming. I’m low on energy and I needed someone else for them to focus on.”
“So you threw me under the bus.” I look up at him and smile, hoping he knows that I’m joking. Yes, I’m overwhelmed with all these people and meeting them when I had no pants on, but I can’t say that I’m not at least a little bit excited that Marshall talked to them about me. And that they aren’t looking at me like I’m the weird girl he’s stuck dealing with. These are all positives that I can’t ignore.
Marshall leans down, his mouth close to my ear, giving me instant goose bumps. “I’m sorry.”
I shake off the urge to start kissing him in the middle of a family restaurant and continue selecting my breakfast. After I fill my cup with iced tea, Marshall stares at the dozen or so beverage choices looking as overwhelmed by this one decision as I am with his family.
“No Gatorade,” he says.
I hand him an empty glass. “Apple juice. Put ice in it and water it down a bit.”
Allie breezes by us holding a plate that consists of a mound of vanilla ice cream topped with gummy bears and hot fudge. Marshall reaches for the back of her shirt. “Slow down, kid. You’re gonna fall and end up wearing that sundae for a shirt.”
She giggles but slows down as instructed. When we get back to the table, I notice that every Collins family member is eating completely different things. Elizabeth sighs when she sees Allie’s breakfast, then excuses herself, returning with a plate of scrambled eggs and canned peaches. She sets it in front of Allie but doesn’t take her ice cream away. She throws me a sheepish grin. “You probably think I’m a horrible mother.”
“I don’t know anything about being a mother,” I say. “But my dad’s the one to enforce healthy eating in my family.”
Marshall’s dad, who finally introduced himself during the ride here as Jesse senior, snorts at my comment. Obviously he’s not a good influence in the area of healthy diets.
“ ’Cause he’s a doctor, right?” Renee says.
I nod. “When I was about Allie’s age he showed me a cadaver with fatty tissue surrounding the heart and blocked arteries and then told me that’s what happens if you eat too many french fries. I’ve been pretty careful ever since then.”
I shove a forkful of eggs into my mouth and then notice that six utensils have stopped moving and six pairs of eyes are now on me.
“What’s a cadaver?” Allie asks, her mouth full of gummy bears. She’s the only one not staring at me.
Elizabeth Collins clears her throat. “It’s something in France.”
“Oh, I get it,” she says. “French fries … France …”
“That’s gross.” Renee points her fork at me. “But also cool.”
Marshall leans on one elbow, facing me. “I think it’s pretty demented. I’m adding it to my list of amazing things you’ve survived.”
My insides warm, remembering his reassurance and kind words last night. “I suppose it’s a bit unconventional as far as parenting goes, but I bugged my mom and dad constantly with questions. I drove them to the edge of insanity.”
Other conversations erupt spontaneously around the table—about the high school where my mom works, a school that three of the Collins children have attended or currently attend, and about the nuns at the Catholic grade school that Allie and Renee attend. I watch Marshall push food around his plate, never taking a bite. He does drink the apple juice I suggested, though, and makes at least three trips to the restroom. Each time he scoots away from the table to get up, Elizabeth’s face takes on the worried-mother expression, but she doesn’t say anything—not with Jesse glaring at her the whole time.
“He’s doing okay, right?” she finally asks me when both Marshall and Jesse are away from the table. “He’s taking his meds and drinking plenty of fluids?”
Answering her question feels like a betrayal, but I remember the urgency I felt only days ago, how I needed those answers and he’s not even my kid. It must be so much worse for her. “He’s taking the steroids. Just started last night.”
She sighs with relief. “If only we could get him to eat something.”
Now I see why Marshall gives in. She really would feel better if he ate, even though he’s only going to puke it back up later. It can’t be easy denying this woman, what with all those worried-mom looks she’s such a pro at.
“I assume you’ve already reported your relationship,” Elizabeth says when Marsh returns.
Marshall chokes on his apple juice but pulls himself together quickly. “Um … no, not yet. But I will.”
Renee grins. “Don’t you get it, Mom? It’s like a new thing for them. Look how embarrassed they are.”
“Oh! Was it this weekend?” Tracy asks, leaning in. “OMG, it was, wasn’t it? You guys like just hooked up. Have you told your parents yet, Izzy? I bet your mom is going to be so excited. She loves Marsh. We were just talking about him last week when I saw her in the ha—”
“Enough,” Jesse senior says, and the whole table goes silent. “Leave the boy alone. Let’s talk about that punk-ass kid who keeps Facebook-messaging Renee.”
“Dad!” she shouts. “Invasion of privacy.”
“You left yourself logged on at the kitchen computer. But don’t worry, I replied for you. He won’t be sending any more love notes.”
Arguments pop up all around us, and I take the opportunity to talk quietly to Marshall, “So you really have to tell someone, like the RA people? Like Becca?”
He slides his plate away from him and squeezes my thigh under the table. “Only if you want people to know. You don’t have to decide right now. But if it’s going to happen out in the open, then yeah. While it’s not something they’ll be too happy about, it can’t be forbidden. Documentation is the proper procedure.”
“Okay,” I say, looking right at him. “You can tell people.”
He rests his arm on the back of my chair. “They might make me switch sides with Becca, but I’m all right with that.”
I don’t ask him what happens if he gets sicker and needs to be in the hospital. Is that going to affect his job later or next year? Will that keep him from performing well enough in classes this semester? Especially with his less-than-stellar anatomy grade.
Instead of worrying, I sit through breakfast and the short ride to the bowling alley thinking up more creative anatomy lessons for future study sessions. And replaying the last one over and over.
“Line up your ball with the center arrow and get as low as you can before you release it,” Jesse senior instructs from right beside me. After he noticed that I only managed to knock down a total of six pins in six turns, he’s made it his responsibility to help me improve.
The Collins family has also paid for my two games of bowling and the shoe rental despite my protests and the fact that they’ve just given Marshall a brand-new laptop for his birthday. It’s the only gift they gave him, and everyone was extremely excited to hand it over, so I know it’s probably a big financial strain for them; even Marshall’s face seemed to reflect that when he opened the gift.
“Why don’t you let Marshall give her some hands-on instruction?” Tracy teases from her seat behind us.
Been there, done that. Darts have been a whole different game ever since.
I glance over my shoulder. Marshall is staring at his sister, eyes narrowed. “What do you know about hands-on instruction?”
Her face flushes and she looks away. “Nothing. It was a joke, you idiot.”
“Don’t call your brother an idiot on his birthday,” Elizabeth says from the lane beside us, where she, Jesse, Allie, and Renee are all playing.
“Fine. I’ll wait until tomorrow and send him a text telling him he’s an idiot.” Tracy smirks like she’s just won an important contest.
“Ready, Izzy?” Jesse senior asks.
“Oh, right.” I lift the ball to my chest and focus on the arrows in the center of the lane. I manage to knock down eight pins this time.
Marshall grins and gives me a high-five when I slide into the seat beside him. Then he wraps an arm around me and touches his lips to my ear. “I will totally give you some hands-on instruction if you want.”
My face heats up even more than Tracy’s did. I shake my head. “Maybe next time. At the campus bowling alley.” When your family isn’t studying my every move.
“Didn’t you date that one girl from marching band when you were sixteen?” Tracy drills Marshall. “What was her name? I can’t remember.…”
“Tanley.” He keeps his arm around me, but his attention turns to his sister seated across from us. “Why?”
“I knew it!” She says it with such triumph that Jesse senior falters in his step and his ball heads toward the gutter.
“Dammit,” he mutters, then walks over to join us. “Everybody in a thirty-mile radius is now aware of the fact that you want to date some punk-ass kid and I said no. So give it a rest. Because I said no.”
“What punk-ass kid?” Marshall asks.
Renee turns around in her row of chairs and faces us. “Take your pick. Every male that looks our way, even online, is a punk-ass kid according to Dad.”
“What about you, Izzy?” Tracy asks. “Were you allowed to date when you were my age?”
I sit on that question long enough to end up with several pairs of eyes trained on me, waiting for my answer. “When I was sixteen, I went to medical school. All the males were at least twenty-two years old and tried their best to ignore me completely. So no, I didn’t date.”
“See?” Marshall’s dad grins and claps his hands together. “That’s what I’m talking about.”
Tracy’s shaking her head like he’s absolutely lost his mind. “You know what I think? I bet Marshall and Jesse got a yes the second they mentioned taking a girl on a date at my age. I bet you even slapped a condom in their hands and told them not to get anyone pregnant, am I right?”
She stares at Marshall, who jumps to his feet. “It’s my turn.”
Marshall’s dad heads over to the other lane to offer Allie some instruction, and Tracy moves into Marshall’s seat and immediately launches into a rant against her dad and sexism and some other things that I tune out because I’m too busy staring at her brother. He’s obviously in pain—one of his big symptoms is inflammation of the joints—but he still picks a ball heavier than mine and makes his best attempt at throwing a strike. He manages to hit nine pins, and on his second attempt gets the last one.
In my head, I’m rewinding back in time a few weeks, replacing this subdued Marshall with the version that ran backward in flip-flops, was disappointed with his time of six minutes twenty seconds on the mile run, and wolfed down a triple hamburger in minutes for his second dinner. He’s a shadow of that guy right now.
The reality of there being no cure for what causes him to slip backward into this other Marshall hits me hard. I want him to get better, but I also want him to stay better, and I know he can’t. Here I am feeling sorry for myself because I can’t be a surgical resident at nineteen, that I can’t have everything exactly when I want it, while Marshall’s pretending he’s okay, trying his best to hang on to the most important parts of himself.
“He’s a survivor,” I mumble to myself.
“Who? Marshall?” Tracy says, putting a halt to her angry speech about how unfair her teenage life is. She catches me watching him, and that seems to answer her question. “I know, right? One time, when we lived in California, my mom had planned a sleepover at a hotel for my birthday. Her friend who owned a salon even came and did our nails.… Anyway, Marsh was really sick but he didn’t want to tell my mom because Dad and Jesse were on some Boy Scout weekend camping trip and he knew we’d have to cancel my party. He stayed home all by himself, puking up blood all night long.” She shudders and shakes her head. “He finally called Mom at exactly ten in the morning when the party was scheduled to be over. Of course she screamed at him, called 911, and told him she’d kill him herself if he ever did something like that again.”
Marshall heads over to the other lane and begins chatting with Jesse. He flashes a smile in my direction but stays away. He must be afraid of Tracy’s questioning. Now I’m wondering if she was right about her dad slapping condoms into his sons’ hands and sending them off on dates at sixteen.
“Girls have dumped him,” Tracy says. “Because he got sick or needed surgery and it grossed them out. He never tells anyone unless he has to.”
“Yeah, I noticed that.” As much as it pisses me off that he kept it from me, I get it. Once you tell someone, you can’t un-tell them.
“He liked you way before this weekend.” She keeps her eyes on her brother, making sure he’s not going to come over here. “He told me that he thought you might really get him, and that you were real, you know? But then he wasn’t sure, and the RA issue got in the way.…” She shifts her focus to me. “So it doesn’t freak you out? You’re not gonna, like, break up with him because you want some strong alpha-male type who’s always healthy?”
I should probably censor my answer—be vague and talk around the subject—but I don’t. It feels cheap to not be straight with her. “I don’t really know where things are going with Marshall. There’s a good chance I’ll screw things up, but him being sick won’t be the reason for that.”
“Good,” she says with a nod. “Because he’s awesome and … well, look at him. He’s way hotter than Jesse, and Jesse has girls all over him, all the time.”
I laugh a little but decide to keep my thoughts about Marshall’s hotness to myself.
“And he’ll never force you to sacrifice something for him,” she continues, her voice growing more serious. “He’ll barf up blood all night by himself so that you can have your stupid slumber party to impress a bunch of catty rich girls so they’ll invite you to their birthday parties and you don’t have to feel like a loser because your family doesn’t make a ton of money and your mom chooses to be with her children instead of adding to the family bank account by getting a job of her own.”
I don’t say anything for a moment, thinking about the guilt she obviously feels, buried underneath the selfish whining she was doing a little earlier.
“Anyway, so you really didn’t date at all while you were in medical school?” Tracy asks.
I glance at her. “When I was your age, nobody really expected me to go down that path. I wasn’t a teenager in their eyes—I was a prodigy, a freak of nature. Even my parents didn’t suspect.”
She leans in, her face lighting up with interest. “Didn’t suspect what? You totally hooked up with a twentysomething med student at my age, didn’t you? Holy shit, was he hot?”
I laugh and shake my head. “Not a med student, a professor. And I was seventeen.”
“Oh my God,” she squeals. “Was he hot?”
“He’s the picture of smart and sexy. Youngest, hottest, most charming professor at the university,” I explain. “And at the beginning he hated me—well, not me, but he hated the idea of a kid my age about to be a doctor. I didn’t like being hated when I hadn’t done anything, and I wanted his attention, so I figured out how to get it.”
“And …?” she prompts.
“And it wasn’t as satisfying as I thought it would be.”
She leans back a little, and I see that she’s gotten the message I wanted to convey. She stands up to take her next turn, but before walking away says, “You’re not as terrible at the girltalk thing as Marshall made you out to be, Izzy.”
I must look shocked, because when Marshall returns and sits beside me, he says, “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.” I smile at him, but it fades when I take in his pale, sweaty face and the rapidity of his breathing. I rub the back of his neck with one hand. “Promise me something?”
He turns those amazing blue eyes on me. “What?”
“Tomorrow. Blood work. Student health center.” I put my demands in as few words as possible. I don’t want to advise, but I’m gonna have to sometimes.
He sighs and then nods, dropping his head into his hands. “Yeah, okay.”
“I just did girl talk. Successfully, I think. At least a passing grade.”
Marshall leans over and kisses my cheek. “Of course you passed. I had no doubts.”
Huh. Well, that makes one of us.


Chapter 20
@IsabelJenkinsMD: Unfortunately, research to support daily fish oil tablets as a method of heart disease prevention is weak.
@IsabelJenkinsMD: Heart-healthy diet + exercise + early intervention is the best method of attack. Good health takes hard work. #NoGetRichQuickSchemes
Two weeks of steroids and Marshall is about 60 percent better and already beginning the process of reducing his dosage to try to get off them soon. I think it’s too soon, but I exhibited some self-control and only mentioned this one time.
“So it’s an outdoor music festival in November?” I’m walking across campus with Kelsey. We’ve been in the library getting research material for a psych paper that I’m helping her with. Yes, that’s right—me and psych are becoming allies for the sake of roommate bonding. Some things require a big sacrifice, I’ve learned.
“November isn’t that cold.” As she says this, a huge gust of thirty-degree wind sends both of us reaching for our hoods and fastening the top buttons of our coats. “Okay, maybe it is, but not in Nashville. It won’t be as bad.”
For the past several days she’s been trying to talk me into driving us in my car to some music festival. She’s got tickets and a hotel room.
I let out a sigh. “What time do we need to leave?”
“Afternoon, like two or three.” She jumps up and down a few times, the books in her arms bouncing along with her. “You are so my favorite person right now, Izzy!”
“But,” I add, “I get to invite Marshall.”
Her expression turns from excited to pissed off. “I knew there was a catch.”
An hour ago, Kelsey had just listed (again) all the reasons that she’s pissed at Marshall and refusing to speak with him other than when required. Her words, not mine. Not only does she know that I’m Dr. Isabel Jenkins now—though she’s the only one who knows—she’s also pissed that Marshall never mentioned his illness, not even last year when they hung out all the time and she asked him what the deal was with his weight loss. She’d been worried about him. On top of that, Marshall reported our relationship, as he promised he would. That resulted in him being moved to the first floor and Becca becoming our RA. And Kelsey and Becca do not get along at all.
“It’s not logical for you to be pissed off at him without being mad at me,” I say. “I’m in the relationship, too. I told him he could tell people.”
“Yeah, but he’s the fucking RA. Not you,” she snaps. “He’s the one who lied and told me you were home-schooled. And I’ve known him way longer than you have, yet he can’t confide in me about his personal life? No offense to you or anything. And now he gets his own fucking bathroom. What the hell is up with that?”
That is something I had to really push him to ask for. I even left a message at his doctor’s office to have her fax a note to the residential life office. He was pissed at me for like a day after that, but he makes a lot of trips to the bathroom and over half the RA rooms have their own and he was moving rooms anyway, so it seemed like a good idea to ask.
“Did you ever think that maybe him revealing his personal life has nothing to do with me,” I ask, “and more to do with the fact that he’s ready to deal with it? Like he’s been in denial until now.” I’m trying my best to hit all her psych-major points, because them not talking is getting really annoying.
We both stop in the middle of the sidewalk near our dorm and stare at Marshall, who’s decked out in workout gear and bending over to lace up his sneakers.
“What is he doing?” I ask Kelsey. “He’s not running, is he?”
She rolls her eyes. “Do I look like I give a fuck?”
“He’s sick.” I glare at her. “He shouldn’t be running. It’s practically snowing.”
Marshall’s wearing headphones, so I have to jog to catch up to him, and grab his arm to get his attention. “What are you doing?”
“Running.” He steps out of my grip and uses the bike rack to lean against and stretch his calves.
“You can’t run!” I’m panicking. I need to calm down. “Your iron saturation is only two percent, and your hematocrit is only twenty-five—at least wait until it gets to thirty or thirty-five. And your CRP—”
He gives me a look from underneath his arm, and it’s enough to stop me. But seriously, he’s down at least eleven pounds. I can’t stand the thought of him burning calories on purpose.
I take a deep breath and my hands ball up at my sides. I squeeze and unsqueeze them a few times before turning abruptly around to face the dorm again. Kelsey says nothing about this exchange, but her eyebrows are raised. She’s thinking something. That much I know.
Warm hands land on my shoulders, and then Marshall is in front of me, leaning down so that our eyes are on the same level. “You’re pissed at me for working out? Seriously?”
My jaw tenses. “I’m not pissed at you!”
“Izzy,” he says, looking concerned, “you’re mad. I can tell.”
I press my hands against his chest and shove him to the side. I close my eyes again, reminding myself to answer as honestly as possible. “I’m right and you’re wrong and I hate not getting my way, but I’m dealing with it. So can you let me go deal with it?”
“Okay,” he says, sounding relieved. “I can do that.”
I’m thundering up the steps, and I can practically feel the snarky comments rolling off Kelsey. I jam the key into our door and kick it open. “I don’t want to hear your psychoanalytical bullshit today. Or tomorrow.”
“Fine,” she says, “whatever. I was going to tell you that you can invite Marsh this weekend. But I refuse to be a third wheel and watch you two all over each other. I’m bringing a date and you’re not going to test him for STIs or any other disease, for that matter. I don’t care if he has a brain tumor hanging out from inside his ear—you will not play doctor, got it?”
I hold up my hand. “I swear to ignore brain tumors that present themselves by hanging out of the ear canal, which is impossible, by the way.”
“It’s not impossible,” she argues. “You can’t say that. Have you seen every single brain tumor in existence?”
Kelsey is surprisingly smart when it comes to medical arguments. She comes up with random shit that has a decent amount of logic in it but a tad too much creativity for my taste. It’s like meshing my straightforward approach to finding answers with Marshall’s very odd and unconventional methods. Strangely enough, it’s helped provide a bridge between my thought processes and Marshall’s, and it means that I’ve been able to help him with anatomy a little better than before.
And being able to help him with anatomy—using my, ahem, preferred methods—is another reason I want him to come with me this weekend. We can get in lots of studying.
“I’m getting my own hotel room,” I say to Kelsey. I walk over to the window and watch Marshall jogging away, pretending to be any other healthy student exercising on campus. “Who are you going to bring? It’s kind of last-minute, right?”
“Don’t worry, I’ll find someone.”

I’m sitting on Marshall’s bed watching him pack his bag for the weekend trip when the other RA from the first floor walks by his open door. I immediately stand up the second she pauses in the doorway. I hold up my hands in surrender. “I’m being completely PG, I swear.”
She stares at me and then looks back at Marshall. “That girl in 105 is crying again. Just thought you should know …”
“Fuck. What now?” Marshall whispers, tossing a couple of T-shirts into his bag. “I’ll be right back,” he says to me. “Gotta go be supportive.”
I grin at him. “Bet the crazies up on floor two are looking mighty good right now.”
“Especially that Izzy girl.” He winks at me and heads for his door, but nearly plows right into Kelsey.
“All right, Marsh,” she says. “I’ve decided to stop being pissed off at you. You’re not completely forgiven as of yet. But I want to have a fun weekend and I refuse to let my anger ruin it.”
“Thank you. I appreciate your partial forgiveness.” He cranes his neck, looking out the door around Kelsey. “That’s your date for the weekend?”
I dive under Marshall’s arm to get a look at the guy standing awkwardly in the hall, giving us a tiny wave. “Shirtless Carson?” I say at the same time Marshall says, “The beer-belly guy?”
He throws his hands up, exasperated. “I do not have a fucking beer belly!”
“Right, we know.” Marshall finally escapes to perform his last RA duty before the weekend starts. “Meet you guys outside in ten, okay?”
I grab Kelsey’s arm and pull her into Marsh’s room. “Excuse us for a minute,” I say to Shirtless Carson, who is actually wearing two shirts today. “Where did you find him? And isn’t he like thirty or something?”
She rolls her eyes. “He’s twenty-four, and I found him at Jesse’s place, remember? We’ve hooked up since then.”
My mouth falls open. “You have? When?”
“I don’t like to talk about my one-night stands.”
I shake my head and force a smile. “Whatever. I don’t need to know, and I did promise to not … you know, ask questions.”
“And you booked your own room, right?” Kelsey reminds me. “And we’ve got ours, so you have nothing to worry about.”
“True.” We have our own room. All weekend. Shirtless Carson’s sexual history is none of my business.


Chapter 21
@IsabelJenkinsMD: Asexuality is not an admirable choice to abstain. It is an orientation.
Marshall snatches the bags of food from a restaurant near our hotel before Kelsey can get to them. He quickly glances through them, then slides one bag across the counter to her, keeping the other in his hand. “I think we’re gonna take this back to our room.”
“You don’t want to eat by the pool?” Kelsey asks. “We can try out the hot tub.”
“Maybe later,” Marshall says, nudging me through the door of the restaurant. We cross the street to the hotel before Kelsey and Carson can follow.
“I can’t believe your brother is friends with that dude. He’s making me crazy.” I glance over my shoulder one more time to make sure they aren’t behind us. “Why couldn’t he have slept at least an hour of the drive? Even thirty minutes would have been a nice break.”
Marshall laughs. “He’s not that bad. Though I think you’re gonna show up in his next novel, so have your lawsuit ready or whatever.”
That gets me to laugh. “You can’t prove in court that fictional characters are based on real people.”
We turn the corner past the lobby and make the short walk down the hall to our room. Once we’re inside, Marsh sets the bag of food on the desk and I begin pulling items out. “Potato soup. That’s new, right?”
Marshall sticks to a pretty short list of post-flare-up foods, mostly high in carbs, low to moderate in fat, low in fiber.
He comes up behind me, sweeping all my hair over to one shoulder. “It’s on my list. Just haven’t come across it recently. What did you order?”
His warm lips on my neck cause me to nearly drop the container of soup. “A black bean burger and a Greek salad.”
“If I ate those things, I would be curled up in the fetal position all night crying like a baby.” His fingertips slip under my sweater and glide over my skin.
Two weeks of being Marshall Collins’s girlfriend and I’m still amazed by the fact that he can say things that make me feel like a better person … and we can have this.
I spin around in his arms. “You would not do either of those things. You’d tell me you were fine and flush your pain meds down the toilet.”
“Maybe,” he says, not committing to an answer. “Hey, I have to tell you something.”
My stomach lurches, I don’t like those words.
He gives me his sexy half smile, probably reading the concern on my face. “I ran this morning.”
“I know that.” I narrow my eyes at him. Is he trying to make me mad?
His thumbs catch on the bottom of my sweater, and slowly the hem rises higher and higher. “I ran, and then I did push-ups and chin-ups. I was hot and sweaty for all the right reasons. Call me sexist if you want, but it felt so …” My sweater hits the ground, and Marshall nudges me until my back touches the wall. “Manly,” he finishes. “I felt the good kind of physical pain, my energy level went up, and I kept thinking about getting you alone so I could really do this right. And then you asked me to run away with you …”
“Run away with you? Corny.” I laugh, but my entire body is getting hotter by the second. “And what do you mean, do this right? You didn’t think it was good the first time?”
Personally, I thought it was mind-blowing.
“It was amazing the first time.” Marshall presses his body to mine, dipping his head low to kiss my neck, my collarbone, my bare shoulders. “But I keep thinking about all the places on you that my lips haven’t touched yet, and I don’t know if you’re a girl who could possibly come more than once—I’d really love to find out. And we’ve only done it on a bed. Never a chair or a table …”
I close my eyes, and what should have been another laugh turns into a moan as Marshall slides my bra straps down and takes his time feeling each nipple with his fingertips.
“Or up against a wall,” he adds, reaching for the button on my jeans. “Where do you prefer, Izzy?”
I shake my head, my entire body melting into the wall. “Dinner … what about dinner?”
He captures my mouth with his and kisses me so hard, I have a feeling like I’ve been caught in a rough ocean wave and have lost track of where the surface is and where the ocean floor is.
“You want food involved?” he teases. “Want me to sprinkle soup on your nipples? That could be kinky.”
I laugh again, but the sound is swallowed when Marshall drops to his knees, unzips my jeans, and tugs them down around my ankles. “Yesterday when I was taking that quiz in anatomy, I kept looking at the diagram of the pelvic bone and lower extremities, trying to recall the muscle and bone names, but I kept visualizing you and your panties and guessing how long it would take to make you come with just my mouth.”
A sharp intake of air gives away how turned on I am right now. But really, what’s the point in hiding it? Marshall lifts his head and grins up at me. My arms are down and pressed flat against the wall. My chest is rising and falling rapidly. “Probably five minutes, maybe ten.”
I’m not used to this feeling—like he could command and I’d follow him anywhere. Marshall’s so laid-back that I don’t think of him as that kind of person, but there have been hints of it. Like the last time, when he stopped in the middle and made me admit that I wanted more than sex with him. But he hadn’t put the thought inside my head; he had only drawn it out of me and placed in the open for both of us to see.
“I’m going to shoot for two minutes,” Marshall says, gripping my hips and touching his mouth to my stomach. “And then again two minutes after that, and two minutes after that …”
There are no words to respond to that, especially with his mouth positioned on my inner thigh and his index finger hooking onto the crotch of my panties and sliding it over. That’s the point at which my brain shuts off. All the thoughts that normally fill my head nonstop while I’m awake evaporate, and it’s just me and Marshall—his mouth between my legs, his fingers inside me. My head flops back against the wall and my eyes flutter shut. Heat and tingling spread across my body until it explodes into blurry thoughts and Jell-O limbs.
Before my legs can give out on me, Marshall is on his feet, an arm hooked around my waist, the other hand behind me, unfastening my bra. I reach for him, holding the back of his neck and kissing the front. He steps away from me for only a moment, quickly dropping his own clothes onto the floor and yanking my feet out of my jeans and underwear. I stretch my arm out for a second, holding my palm against his chest so my gaze can roam up and down, taking in his entire naked self. I release a loud sigh when his bare chest eventually presses to mine and my fingers journey south, gripping him with one hand. He groans and leans into me.
“Hey,” I whisper, sliding my hand up and down him. “You don’t need condoms, okay?”
The words tumble out before I can really decide if it’s the right moment to mention that. He tenses, pulls back, and looks me over. “You sure? I have some in my bag …”
I grab his face and bring it to mine, foreheads touching. “I’m sure.”
Marshall kisses me for somewhere between five seconds and five minutes, or maybe five hours, and then he’s lifting me off the ground, wrapping my legs around his waist, the muscles in his arms bulging. My back makes contact with the wall again and Marshall is inside me.
Just me and him—no condom between us this time. I cling to him, my arms tight around his back, my face buried in the hollow of his neck. There’s something about this position, about Marshall holding me so tight and still lifting me up and down, about him being so far inside me—I can’t stop this semi-truck of feelings rushing head-on toward me.
By this time I’m close to another orgasm, my eyes wet and tears meshing with the sweat forming on his neck. And the moment I actually tumble over the edge, Marshall following quickly after me, my entire body is shaking with sobs. I try to stop it, but holding it in only makes it noisier and, well … much worse.
“Izzy?” Marshall says, alarm ringing in his voice. “Are you okay? Did I hurt you?”
I shake my head and mumble no against his skin.
“No, you’re not okay? Or no, I didn’t hurt you?” His biceps are trembling but he still keeps a steady hold on me as he walks over to the king-sized bed and lays us both across it.
“You didn’t hurt me.” Neither of us has any clothes on, so I have no place to wipe my eyes. I force myself to breath slow and deep. “It’s just … just …”
Marshall leans over me, one arm wrapped around my shoulders, and brushes the tears off my cheeks with his fingertips. “It’s just what?”
“I’m sorry.” I sniff, and more tears come out, along with a few unattractive sobs. “Medics Unedited, March 1999 issue, page twenty-one. Endorphins. With lots of endorphins, your brain can short-circuit. It’s a good thing.”
“Huh.” His entire body seems to sag with relief. I must have really freaked him out. He rests his head against the pillows and pulls me closer until my cheek is against his chest and our limbs are tangled together. “A crying orgasm. I’ve witnessed all kinds of orgasms, but never one of those.”
“All kinds of orgasms? What else is there besides the crying and non-crying kinds?” Each breath I take is still coming out shaky, and after a few more, Marshall’s hand makes circles over my back in a soothing motion, while his other hand combs through my hair.
“Well … there’s the small sweet kind that you get excited about mostly when they happen at the same time as whoever you’re with,” he explains like this is an academic lecture. “That’s where I was with my ninth-grade girlfriend. I swear she was way hornier than me, but she didn’t want anyone’s hands south of her belly button, so it was all non-sex orgasms. And then we’d both stop after and neither of us would talk about what had happened. Or why there was a big wet spot on the front of my jeans.”
I laugh a little but don’t say anything. I close my damp eyes and reposition my cheek so it fits in the crook of his neck. I just want him to keep talking, to keep forcing the beautiful sound of his voice into my long-term memory.
“And then there’s the intense, screaming-my-name, pulling-my-hair, shaking-for-thirty-seconds-afterward orgasms,” he says. “Those are most often associated with oral sex and the G-spot—if it’s even a real thing. I once had a girl hyperventilate. I think that’s worse than crying. She got all pale and sweaty, clawing at her chest. I had to tell her to put her head between her knees—and not in a kinky way.”
He pauses like he’s giving me the opportunity to interject with some medical explanation, but I don’t.
He continues, “And then there’s the hard-and-fast orgasm that comes—no pun intended—far too quickly because either you’ve been abstaining or you get some awesome hands-off foreplay. But those usually leave you wanting more. None of the sweetness or the exhausting satisfaction and relief that the other types have. It’s more of a beginning. Except this was basically my early sex life, and most girls lost their confidence and lust blinders after I lost my—” He stops, lifts my chin so that our eyes meet. “You aren’t going to argue with me? Throw some medical jargon my way?”
“No argument.” I reach my arm around him, skimming my fingers up his side, dancing them along his ribs. “You’re making perfect sense, believe it or not,” I mumble against his skin.
His chest swells. “I think this is my favorite day ever.”
My stomach flutters. I lift my head and kiss him to avoid thinking about that jolt of half anxiety, half excitement, and maybe something even deeper than excitement. But when Marshall takes hold of my face, his fingers sliding over my neck and through my hair, whispering the words “You’re beautiful,” across my lips, the jolt doubles in size.
“We should probably eat our dinner at some point,” I say.
He kisses me once more. “I’m taking a shower first. You can join me if you want.” He’s all raised eyebrows and amused expression, and far too sexy to resist.
The hotel shower is where I figure out Marshall’s desire to clean himself with scalding-hot water—a fact I tuck away for later analysis—and that people really can keep themselves busy kissing naked under a stream of hot water for far longer than I would have ever thought possible. When we finally emerge and wrap up in towels, our fingers are prune-like and the food is ice cold. Marshall pulls one of his T-shirts over my head before I can get my bag open, and after inhaling his scent infused in them, I grab only a pair of panties and leave his shirt on.
Luckily, we have a microwave in our room—three-star hotels are good for that sort of accommodation—and while Marshall is heating up the food, I check my phone and see that I have a missed call.
Justin.
I groan, and Marshall turns to face me, giving me a full view of his abs and the way his boxer briefs sink low on his hips. “What’s wrong? Mom and Dad stuff?”
“No, just my former co-worker slash inferior prodigy.” I sift through texts to see if he’s sent me a message. The only reason I can think of for Justin to call is something to do with my dad.
“Wait.” Marshall pulls a cucumber from my Greek salad, eats it, and then stuffs one in my mouth, too. “Is this your ex? The on-call room guy?”
Heat creeps up my neck. We haven’t really done this conversation yet, the one where we give specifics. “Um … technically, yes, but—”
“But what?” He’s wide-eyed and curious now. “But there’s more than one on-call room guy?”
I snort back a laugh. “No. Just one. But he’s not a real ex in the normal sense of the word, if that’s what you’re wondering.”
“I’m wondering everything, Izzy. You’re a very interesting person.” He smiles, picks up my container of dressing and a plastic fork. “You want this on the side, right?”
I nod and stare down at my phone, thinking.
Marshall takes my burger and pops it into the microwave next. “You’ve been avoiding the whole freshman-fifteen thing for way too long. I think you need to get started on it soon.” He skims a hand over my ass and squeezes it, pulling me in closer. “You could use some meat on your bones. Or did the fatty tissues of cadavers in your childhood traumatize you to the point of disordered eating?”
“I’m not traumatized.” I roll my eyes and then return to staring at my phone.
“Prove it. Eat a french fry or a big hunk of white bread,” Marshall says. Then he leans over and hits the button to dial Justin. “Get it over with so I can have all your attention. I’m selfish like that.”
I flash him another smile, bringing the phone to my ear and taking a seat at the desk in front of my dinner. Justin answers on the first ring, and in a quick last-minute decision, I put the phone on speaker just to keep the honesty flowing between me and Marshall. I respond to Justin’s hello with, “What?”
“God, I’m so in love with you, Isabel,” he says. “How did we ever survive being apart?”
I glare at the phone and shake my head. “Is my dad okay?”
“Yeah, why?”
Marshall pulls the lid off his soup container and heads back to the microwave. A large hunk of French bread is now hanging from his mouth. Bread is his BFF. He told me that last week.
“Nothing,” I say with a sigh. “I figured that’s the only reason you’d need to call me, and it’s the only reason I’d return your call.”
“Actually …” He pauses, takes a deep breath. “I need a consult.”
I dip my fork in dressing and then hook some dark green lettuce onto it before taking a huge bite. “Sorry, I’m in Nashville.”
Only because my mouth’s full, it sounds like “Iminnashbull.”
“Did you just say that you’re in Nashville?” Justin repeats.
“What are you doing in Nashville?” Dad’s voice emerges from somewhere in the background. The break room, maybe. “You can’t go to Nashville without telling me!”
I fork another angry bite. “I told Mom. It’s not my fault the line of communication between the two of you is severed.”
At least I hope it’s not my fault.
Dad goes quiet in the background and Justin speaks up again. I wonder briefly if Dad was in the room when Justin made the sarcastic comment about being in love with me, but somehow I doubt Justin would be that way in front of a superior, and especially one in his desired field—cardiothoracic surgery.
“We can do this via phone,” Justin says.
“Are your fledglings around? Can I tell them about the time you contaminated the OR by barfing all over the floor after drinking half a bottle of tequila the night before?”
“Totally saw that coming, and took you off speaker phone a minute ago.” I can hear the grin in his voice, like he thinks he’s outsmarted me. Asshole. “Three-year-old female, coronary artery aneurysm …”
“Uh-huh.” I lift my black bean burger and take a bite. Marshall and his underwear-only self stretches across the bed, the soup in his hand along with a plastic spoon.
“Dysrhythmia, fever, rash, joint inflammation …”
Already the hotel is dissolving, a puzzle beginning to lay itself out in front of me one piece at a time. If Justin is calling me with Dad’s consent, then I know they’ve eliminated all the basic diagnoses and have Googled the symptoms; they’re hoping that I can reach inside my very wide memory and pull out something from an old medical journal or a textbook that no one else remembers. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve done something like that.
“Early thoughts?” Justin asks, but he knows me better than that. I’m not gonna start shouting out random diseases without having the complete workup. Not that I don’t have some ideas already. “Let me guess,” he continues. “You’re thinking rheumatic fever or maybe Kawasaki disease?”
“If by ‘thinking’ you mean that I haven’t been given evidence to eliminate them yet, then yes.” I lean over and dig through my bag, pulling out a Sharpie. Then I rummage in the desk for the hotel’s pad of paper and tear off several sheets, spreading them out on the table. “Have you eliminated them?”
“No history of group A streptococcal infection—”
“So no rheumatic fever.” I cross the scribbled disease name off the list I’ve quickly drawn up.
“And the patient’s been treated for Kawasaki disease,” he says, “The rash faded, but the fever, joint inflammation, and heart complications are still hanging around, so we’ve got no other option but to put our heads together and dig for some other similar, rare infectious disease.”
“Read me the full workup including patient history, labs, and everything.” I’m writing so fast my hand is cramping and letters are running together from the force of pressing a Sharpie so firmly onto thin paper. My heart is circulating blood almost as fast as it was doing a little while ago when Marshall pressed me up against the wall and gave me a sobbing orgasm. I’m like an addict who feeds off this chase, this search for the answer. It’s like my body shouting, I’m alive! I’m really alive!
Twenty-five minutes later I end the call. I’ve got dozens of pieces of paper spread on the table around my dinner, and my thoughts finally return to the hotel room. I glance over at the bed and notice Marshall, stretched out on his back, wearing nothing but those sexy boxer briefs. And he’s fast asleep. My gaze travels to the nightstand where his soup sits, still more than half-full. I stand up and stretch, the Sharpie clutched in my hand.
I smile to myself, remembering him telling me he felt manly today and then lifting me off the ground. I have a strong desire to take the marker in my hand and write I’m not Superman across his chest so he’ll see it when he wakes up and stands in front of the mirror.
For a second, I think about crawling into bed with him and burying my face in the crook of his shoulder again—it’s such a perfect geometrical fit. But the papers on the hotel desk call to me in a way that I can’t ignore.
And then I bury myself in disease.


Chapter 22
I wake up with a start, jerking myself to a sitting position. My hands feel around, noticing the soft bed. I have no idea how I got here. Last thing I remember is writing the word anemia on the paper that had been lying in front of me.
“You look like you’re ready to operate on someone.” Marshall’s now standing in front of the TV, wearing jeans and a blue button-down shirt, his dark hair combed to a less-unruly state. He’s got a brown paper bag in one hand and a giant bagel in the other.
I shake out my messy hair. “How did I get here?”
“I woke up about two hours ago and you were passed out in a pile of diseases.” He smiles and then reaches into the bag, passing a blueberry bagel my way. “Kelsey wants us to meet her in the lobby in fifteen minutes. Something about finding a good spot …”
Suddenly I’m wide awake and fully aware of what’s going on. The bagel half-forgotten in my hand, I jump to my feet and rush over to the desk, scanning the rows and rows of paper. “You didn’t touch anything, right? Please tell me you didn’t touch anything …”
I grab my phone and read through the twelve texts from Justin over the last two hours. Answers to questions I’d sent him last night, and more updates like this from him:
Add nosebleed to the list. Couldn’t stop it. Had to cauterize and transfuse.
Your dad just gave the “we’re going with lupus” diagnosis to patient’s parents.
“It’s not lupus!” I shout at the phone.
“It never is,” Marshall says, causing me to look up at him, confused. “Sorry. Seen too many doctor shows.”
He’s wrong, I text back.
The reply comes swiftly. I know. Got anything?
No.
I set the phone down and continue to stare at the words on the pages. “One tiny detail and I’ll have it.” I can feel the answer swimming around in front of me. It’s like a slippery fish I have to catch with only my hands.
“Kelsey’s going to murder us if we’re late.” He rests his chin on my shoulder. “And I just got removed from her blacklist.”
“Right, okay,” I mutter, still standing in the same spot. “Let’s go.”
Marshall sighs, a smile in his voice. I hear him moving around behind me, and then he’s lifting the T-shirt over my head, tossing it to the floor. His T-shirt. I continue sifting through the list of infectious diseases, picking up where I left off in the S category. “Smallpox … snail fever …”
I look down a couple of minutes later and I’m wearing a lacy pink bra. My view of the papers is blocked by the long sleeved purple T-shirt being pulled over my head. There are socks on my feet and Marshall is holding out a pair of jeans from my suitcase.
“Oh my God,” I say, taking the jeans and stepping inside them. “Did you just dress me?”
“Unfortunately. But for the record, I much prefer the reverse activity.”
“Do me a favor and throw a towel over those pages before I go crazy.” I push up on my toes and kiss his neck. “You smell good. You always smell good.”
I spend four minutes in the bathroom taking care of my hair, teeth, and makeup. When I walk back into the room, I make Marshall shove me out into the hallway before I can reread notes my brain has already memorized. He’s still working on finishing his bagel, but he places his free hand on the small of my back, guiding us toward the lobby.
“Are you going to be okay? Do you need to work on whatever you’re working on …?”
“The not-lupus case,” I finish, shaking my head to remove the list of diseases floating around in there. “No, I’m not helping so far, anyway.”
He stops in the empty lobby and turns to face me. His lips touch my forehead. “You look hot when you’re all flustered and distracted. I’m completely tempted to force a new distraction on you. It’s an enticing challenge.”
I roll my eyes and point to his right hand. “Eat your bagel, Superman.”
He bites off a big chunk. “Do they really need your help? Even with a whole hospital full of doctors, plus the Internet and probably a library full of medical books …”
“Maybe not.” I shrug. “But diagnostics is kind of my thing, you know?”
“Don’t you want to be a surgeon?”
“Uh-huh. Lots of my diagnosing leads to surgery, so …”
“What diagnosing? Who’s being diagnosed?”
I groan as quietly as possible and wrinkle my nose, but only Marshall can see me. Kelsey and Shirtless Carson (who probably isn’t shirtless right now) are behind me, and it’s Kelsey who’s just spoken.
“Izzy stayed up all night creating piles of diseases,” Marshall explains.
“Well, that’s an odd way of putting it, but you guys are free to call it whatever you want, I guess,” Kelsey says.
“I slept,” I say, hitting Marshall on the chest.
“You slept through it?” Shirtless Carson eyes both of us. “Dude, I can give you some pointers.…”
Kelsey heads for the door, calling over her shoulder, “No, he can’t.”
Marshall snorts back a laugh. “I meant she’s been writing down lists of diseases on sheets of paper. Lots of paper. I woke up and papers were everywhere. She fell asleep on top of diseases beginning with the letter H.”
“I’m doing a consult for a patient back in Chicago.” I try to shove Marshall again, but he wraps an arm around my shoulders from behind and pulls me closer, kissing the side of my neck until I’m full of warm fuzzies.
Shirtless Carson walks ahead to hold the door open for all of us, his eyes glued to me. “So you’re here on a trip, like a vacation, and the hospital is calling you because they can’t diagnose a patient? You’re their last hope before he or she dies …?”
“What did I tell you?” Marshall whispers into my ear. “Novel plot. He’s gonna write about you. Only it will be someone named Trizzy Lenkins or something like that.”
The air is warmer in Nashville and the sun would normally be welcome, but my lack of sleep means the brightness causes a shooting pain right between my eyes. I pinch the bridge of my nose, and Kelsey must have taken that as me being annoyed, because she turns a glare in Carson’s direction.
“How about we focus on the music this morning and let Izzy relax?” she snaps. “No more doctor shit.”
Marshall’s lips touch my ear again. “Think he slept on the floor last night?”
“Well, apparently I slept on top of H diseases,” I remind him.
“True.” He reaches for my hand and laces our fingers together. “But then I got to carry you to bed. I liked that part.”
Yep. Superman complex.

“You really made this yourself?” Kelsey leans closer to examine my fake ID. “It’s perfect. Way better than mine.”
I comb my fingers through my hair in front of the bar restroom mirror. “I watched a YouTube video.”
We’ve listened to two bands already. Both weren’t bad at all. I think being a “novice musician” in Nashville means something completely different than it does everywhere else. Despite the warmer-than-home weather, it’s still windy out, and chilly enough to get cold after a few hours. Hence the need to escape to the nearest bar.
“So Marsh is okay, right?” Kelsey asks, tentatively. “I mean, health-wise.”
She’s been too pissed off these past couple of weeks to ask me for specifics, and I guess that now that he’s off her blacklist, she’s worried. “He’s improving compared to where he was during fall break. But nowhere near a hundred percent. Just don’t tell him that. He’ll do everything he can to prove you wrong.”
“It’s insane, the things people can conceal,” Kelsey says. “Even when they live fucking ten feet from you and share plumbing and dining areas.”
I think about hiding my own identity and about the fears that I’ve stuffed away. “This is true. Very true. Now, tell me about Carson … is he really that bad?”
Kelsey snorts a laugh and pushes the bathroom door open. “Um, no, he’s not that bad. I just don’t want him to know that.”
My eyebrows shoot up. “You like him …? Holy shit, he’s a weirdo.”
“So are you,” she snaps.
“Also true.” I spot Marshall and Carson at the bar, both with a beer in front of them. I slide up next to Marsh and point to his glass. “You’re drinking?” For someone with Crohn’s disease, alcohol can feel like fire in the stomach.
He shrugs. “One beer. I had that big sandwich first, so it’ll sit better in my stomach.”
“You just wanted to use your twenty-one status, didn’t you?” I wave at the bartender, requesting one of whatever Marshall has.
“And according to Yelp, this beer is a must-try.” He gestures around the bar. “This place is fucking awesome. I want to get the full experience.”
The bartender delivers my beer. I take a sip and nearly spit it all over the countertop. “What the hell is this?”
Marshall grins at me. “PBR.”
“Pabst Blue Ribbon?” My nose wrinkles. “That’s not a must-try drink. That’s cheap beer. The cheapest beer, actually.”
He places a finger over my lips and leans in closer. “Shh … don’t be a beer snob here. They’re not fancy. They can spot a cocktail girl a mile away.”
He drops his finger and closes the gap between us, kissing me. I reach out and touch the back of his neck, holding his mouth against mine. “I promise not to embarrass you.”
Kelsey tugs on the hood of my jacket. “Let’s get a table before the music starts and everyone floods inside.”
After we’re seated at a small round table with high-backed chairs, watching the band set up, I turn to Kelsey. “I never would have guessed that you liked country music.”
“I don’t,” she says. “I don’t dislike it, either. I like culture. I’ve never really been anywhere, so I’m trying to experience everything I can.”
“I haven’t done much traveling, either,” I admit.
Carson’s face fills with surprise. “Why the fuck not? Your dad’s a heart surgeon. How much does he make?”
Marshall smacks him in the chest, and Carson shakes his head. “Sorry, that was rude. So … no traveling, huh?”
I laugh, liking him about 2 percent more than this morning. “Guess it just never seemed appealing to me. I can learn everything I need to know about a culture from the Internet. And Google has better pictures than I could ever take myself.”
Both Kelsey and Marshall are gaping at me. “That’s just sad,” Marshall says. “Trust me, real life is a thousand times better than the Internet. It’s like sex—technically we can do it alone, so why does anyone bother doing it together?”
“Listen to him.” Kelsey points a finger at Marshall. “He’s been to something like three different continents. I’m still working on two. But I applied for a semester in London next year.”
“Seriously?” I say at the same time Marshall says, “What about your cheer scholarship?”
She shrugs. “I’ll figure something out. There are other scholarships for minorities studying abroad. Or I’ll get loans. The experience will be worth any potential debt.”
“Maybe,” I say, thinking about how moving to Baltimore had been the worst part of potentially being a resident at Johns Hopkins. But it was different when I thought my parents and my house would still be there waiting for me. I’m actually pretty proud of myself for surviving this long stretch of living two hours from home.
A middle-aged blond woman begins to sing an upbeat country-sounding song, a dude with a banjo playing beside her. I glance down at my phone, resting on the table and catch an incoming text from my mom.
Having fun in Nashville?
I quickly type a reply. Drinking PBR at a bar. My homemade fake ID turned out perfect.
OK, sorry I asked for details. Going away now.
I scrub my hands over my face, wishing I could stop being angry and tossing out sarcastic, even mean replies.
Marshall’s leaning into my space, reading the messages on my phone. His arm drapes around the back of my chair, and he whispers, “I’m afraid to ask … but what are you doing for Thanksgiving in two weeks? Is it gonna be awkward this year?”
I laugh, shaking my head. “Awkward doesn’t even cover it.”
“But you have plans, right?”
“I definitely have plans.” I lean on one elbow, angling myself to face him, creating an intimate space for us to have this conversation. “So, you know how the University of Chicago hospital has a clinic?”
“No, but I do now.”
“Well, every year for the past six years my family—as in my mom and dad—attend the Thanksgiving dinner put on for the clinic patients and families, mostly a lot of people who don’t have anywhere else to go or don’t have the means to provide a meal for themselves. Plus the doctors and nurses that are on duty for the holiday usually join us, too, or at least grab a plate of food on their break.”
He reaches out and takes a strand of my hair, tucking it behind my ear. “So you’re not doing that this year? Or just not all three of you?”
“We have to,” I say with a groan. “Guess who started this event and who does all the planning for it every single year?”
“You?”
I roll my eyes. “My mom. So instead of a nice, non-confrontational separate divorced-parent Thanksgiving, I get to deal with having them both in the same room. For like five hours. Can’t wait.”
He holds my hand against his cheek and then turns his head, planting a kiss inside my palm. My stomach flutters, and I have to close my eyes for a second and breathe in deep to make the tremors stop. “Want some company? Or maybe backup might be a better word.”
“That’s a really nice offer.” I brush his cheek with my hand, feeling the sexy scruffiness. “But I’d never subject you to that when you have a nice, accepting, and quite large family to be with.”
“I don’t mind.” He takes a long gulp of his beer, then sets the glass back onto the table. “I’ll be there.”
“Seriously?” Okay, so I’m selfish for pulling him away from his family, especially after I’ve met them, but I could totally use backup. And if things get really bad, we can always sneak off to an on-call room …
“Seriously.” He grins, then nods toward the dance floor in front of the stage. “Dance with me.”
My mouth falls open. “Dance? Um … no thanks.”
Kelsey’s ears perk up, but she looks at Carson, and he shakes his head vigorously. She sighs. “Marsh?”
The two of them join three other couples swinging around the dance floor.
Carson scoots his chair closer to me and points at our dates. “Them cool.” Then he wags a finger between the two of us. “Us weird.”
“Agreed,” I say, watching them move with such confidence. Kelsey I expected that from, but not Marshall.
“But I did write a character who was proficient at ballroom dancing in my most recent novel.”
“I think that counts as dancing about as much as my Google Images searches of London count as traveling,” I say. “But whatever. We are who we are.”
Carson lifts his glass and stares at it. “Maybe if we finished these and did a few shots …”
I straighten up, my interest already piqued. “Like an experiment?”
“Yeah.” He nods. “An experiment.”
We look at each other, then start chugging our beers, my face wrinkled in disgust the whole time. A few minutes later, we’ve ordered and drunk a shot of pineapple rum (Carson’s choice) and have ordered another of blueberry vodka (my choice).
Marshall returns just as our new drinks are being delivered. He grabs my hands, pulling me off the chair. “Come on … it’s a slow song.”
I glance at Carson, who holds up his shot glass and nods. “To being cool.”
“To being cool.” I down the vodka, making another awful face, chug some water, and then turn to Marshall. “Okay. Dancing. Let’s get this over with.”
“Don’t sound so excited.” He takes my hand and leads me out to where he and Kelsey were.
“I’m not, believe me.” The lady singing has a great voice. It’s soothing and vibrates through the floor and then through my skin, joining with the buzz I’m just now beginning to feel.
Marshall places an arm around my waist and then places our hands together. He brings us so close his mouth is perfectly level with my ear. “See? This is easy, right?”
I suppress a shiver rushing up my spine. “It’s nice, but is it preferable to being naked back in our hotel room? Maybe not.”
“Maybe not.” He laughs, his breath tickling my skin. “But think of it as foreplay.”
“Foreplay?” I lift my chin, studying his face. “I thought this was more about skill. Or like a performance.”
He shakes his head and tugs me closer, his mouth moving up and down my neck. “It’s not a performance. Just me and you.”
“That doesn’t sound too bad.” But the idea of people watching us, of being here in the center of this room, is still intimidating, so I busy myself massaging Marshall’s hand, hitting all the key pressure points. I know he has a lot of joint pain and stiffness. These past couple of weeks, I’ve watched him shake out cramped hands while typing on his laptop. I press my thumb diagonally across his palm. “According to reflexology experts, massaging this part of the hand has healing effects for the colon.”
“Huh.” He tightens his hold on me, but I feel an instant sag of relaxation in his muscles.
“And this spot,” I say, pressing my thumb against the very center of his palm, “heals the small intestine.”
He laughs gently in my ear. “Is this like the Greek mythology of medicine?”
I hold his hand to my heart and lift my head enough to kiss his lips. “Shh … the healing gods will hear you. They don’t like being mocked.”
Marshall closes his eyes and deepens our kiss, and the room finally dissolves around us. “You are so pretty,” he whispers against my mouth. “And smart. I’m not all about the looks, you know?”
I reach between us and smooth my hand over his hard abs. “Well, I am. Totally.”
“Such a shallow girl.” He sighs. “But I accept. I’m pathetic like that. At least I get dually rewarded with you—smart and hot.”
“You are so much smarter than me in about five dozen different areas—” I stop abruptly, a tunnel forming around my vision, and suddenly I’m back in our hotel room staring at the pieces of yellow paper spread all over the desk. “Wait … what did you say?”
“That I’m dually rewarded?”
“Yes, that.” My heart slams against my ribs. “Shit … oh shit.”
Marshall stiffens, then shakes my shoulders a bit. “What? Did you forget something or—”
The music and the smell of beer and the lights return. I look up at Marshall and swallow a hard lump in my throat. “I know what’s wrong with Justin’s patient. The three-year-old girl …”


Chapter 23
I tear myself from Marshall’s arms and move quickly across the dance floor. Kelsey and Carson are back at the table and both start to ask what’s going on, but I’m too busy snatching my phone and heading for the door so I can make a phone call.
The chilly wind hits me right in the face, but Justin picks up after only half a ring. “Please tell me you have a diagnosis, because my interns have been on the case for thirty-six hours straight and they’re starting to smell—even the hot one. And one just broke down crying and I had to provide comfort.”
“Gross,” I say, and then add, “It’s Kawasaki—”
“Are you drunk? We’ve already treated her for—”
“Would you shut the hell up and let me finish!” I exhale and pace in a straight line along a crack in the sidewalk. “We’ve been busy searching for one infectious disease to explain all the symptoms, and something kept not fitting—the high white blood cell count, the anemia, the rash, the aneurysm …”
“So what?” he demands. “It’s not infectious?”
“The Kawasaki is,” I say. “But the leukemia isn’t.”
There’s a long moment of silence, then Justin swears under his breath. He must have pulled the phone from his mouth because his voice sounds distant when he says to whoever is nearby, “Order a platelet count and a bone marrow test on the patient in six-twelve.”
Suddenly I’m watching the rest of today play out at the hospital—what I would do or see if I were there. Justin will page oncology for a consult, then page my dad for another consult to come up with a plan to address the girl’s heart problems, which are complications of Kawasaki disease. They’ll suggest a bone marrow test to the child’s parents without explaining exactly why, but everyone will feel the word cancer floating around in the air. By tonight, they’ll most likely have confirmation of the diagnosis. Tomorrow, a cancer team working with cardio will meet and develop a treatment plan that will require hours upon hours at the hospital. If immediate heart surgery isn’t required, then Justin will pass the case to oncology and be done with this patient and her family.
“Hey,” Justin says, breaking me from my trance. “Nice work.”
I don’t have any memory of compliments from Justin, nor do I feel anything positive about this answer, but I do feel the instant relief in my mind of no longer searching for it. However, that’s quickly ruined by knowing what lies ahead for this little girl and her family.
“Yeah, okay, whatever,” I mumble, and then we quickly hang up. I’m still standing on the sidewalk when I feel someone bump into me from behind. I fly forward, my phone spilling from my hand and hitting the ground, the battery popping out, and then I’m on the sidewalk, too, my hands and knees scraped up from the concrete. “Hey! Watch where you’re going!” I shout at whoever carelessly rammed into me.
I’m picking myself up from the ground when I hear the sound of a couple of guys laughing. “Oops … sorry, sweetheart.”
Obviously no one is sorry based on that tone. I pick myself up and turn around and sure enough, two big guys are grinning drunkenly at me. I open my mouth to say something, but the door to the bar flies open and Marshall takes two giant steps toward the bigger of the two guys, grabbing him by the front of his T-shirt and slamming his back against the glass window of the bar.
“What’s your problem, man?” Marshall says to him.
The other guy reaches for Marshall, but Carson is right behind him, grasping the back of his shirt. The guy is drunk enough to lose his balance from that.
“Just trying to make a love connection,” the guy against the window says.
Marshall’s face twists with anger. “Wrong answer.” And he slams him again. This time the guy’s head bangs hard against the glass.
Kelsey’s right behind Carson. I look over at her and mouth, “Help.”
“Marsh!” Kelsey worms her way in front of the guy Carson’s holding back and elbows him right in the gut. “Just don’t hit him. Then it’s not assault.”
“I thought you were going to help,” I snap at her.
Lucky for all of us, the bouncers at the bar come rushing out the door. They each grab one guy. The bouncer holding the one they pull from Marshall’s grasp glares at the drunk guy and says, “I saw you knock this lady over.” He nods in my direction. “That was not an accident.”
Marshall shakes his arms out, then heads over to me, taking my hands and assessing the scrapes on them. “I should have come out here with you. Too many crazy drunks walking around. Are you okay?”
“Um, yeah.” I can’t help cracking a smile. They all look so intense and serious. I guess I missed the real drama by having my back turned when the guy shoved me. And really? A love connection? Yeah, right.
Kelsey bends over and retrieves the pieces of my cell phone, snapping them back together. “Well, I think it’s time to hide out in the hotel, maybe get some pizza.”
Carson reaches out and grasps her shoulders. “I’m down with that.”
“Me too,” Marshall and I both say together. It’d be humiliating to go back into that bar.

“Jesus Christ, that feels good.” I relax deeper into my pillow and try not to moan too loudly.
“What’s the deal with chicks always wearing the most uncomfortable shoes possible and then complaining about them for ninety-five percent of the time?” Carson says, glancing up from the sketchpad he’s drawing in.
Marshall’s thumbs press into the ball of my foot and slide downward, causing me to groan in ecstasy yet again. “I like your boots,” Marshall says quietly, flashing me a smile.
Marshall and I are sprawled out on the bed, with Kelsey and Carson at the small table near the windows of our room. There’s plenty of pizza and alcohol.
From the corner of my eye, I see Kelsey reach for a second slice of pizza from the box. She says, “I’m never having kids.”
“Why not?” Marshall and Carson both say.
I sigh and nod. “Probably a great idea. Because they end up turning three and then getting not one but two very rare and potentially fatal diseases at the same time. Do you know what the probability of that is? Like so small you need a high-powered microscope to see it. And then you spend all your months in hospitals watching over your child and feeling guilty, wondering what you did to cause this, even though it’s probably just genetics. Maybe passing on your genes is enough guilt.”
Marshall looks up from my foot at the mention of genetics. Yeah, this isn’t just about Justin’s patient.
“Yeah.” Kelsey waves a semi-drunken finger in my direction. “What she said. Exactly.”
“That’s grim,” Carson says.
I crane my neck, trying to see what he’s drawing. From here, it looks like Kelsey with a slice of pizza in her hand, but I’m not positive.
“Hey, Izzy … can I play Weird Carson for a minute and ask you an intrusive question?” Kelsey asks.
My eyebrows lift up. “Do you really call him Weird Carson?”
She shrugs and tosses her remaining half slice of pizza into the box. “In my head I do.”
“That’s funny, ’cause I call him Shirtless Carson in my head.” I turn sideways slightly and reach for my cup of rum and Diet Coke from the nightstand, taking another large gulp. I don’t need any more alcohol, but whatever. I’m not driving. I’m already in bed.
“What do you call me in your head?” Marshall asks, setting my foot down and picking up the other one.
The alcohol is giving me a nice warm fuzzy-headed feeling. “Superman.”
Marshall rolls his eyes. “Right.”
“Well, you did defend her honor today,” Kelsey says before turning to me again. “But back to my intrusive question … what’s it really like inside your head?”
Marshall’s hands freeze in the middle of rubbing my feet, his eyes on me.
“Hmm …” I stare up at the ceiling as I think how I could explain. “It’s … it’s loud.”
“Loud?” Kelsey says.
“Loud,” I repeat. “Like city traffic. Like New York City traffic.”
“I like city traffic,” Marshall says. “Sitting somewhere people-watching, with commotion all around—it calms me.”
“Sometimes it’s like that for me, too. Sifting through pieces of information inside my head can provide a lot of comfort.”
“But …?” Kelsey prompts.
I exhale and my gaze drifts from the ceiling to Marshall. “Other times it’s like seeing through the traffic, following a cab and seeing the crash that will happen twelve blocks away. And then not being able to explain it to anyone else.”
“There’s no off switch,” Carson says, his hand still sketching furiously and his eyes on the page.
We all look at him because he hasn’t said a word for several minutes, including when we mentioned our nicknames for him. Carson finally looks up. “What? I get what Izzy’s saying, that’s all. Writing is like that for me. I wrote nine novels in one year. I know what it’s like to feel trapped inside your own head.”
Wow … now that’s a surprise. But I suppose that, like with me, there has to be some root for Carson’s weirdness.
I glance at Kelsey and see that she’s mesmerized by the guy she’s pretending not to like. Carson catches on, drops his pencil, and says, “I’m tired. Are you tired, Kels?”
Marshall snorts back a laugh and watches both of them fall over each other to get out the door and up to their third-floor room. When the door clicks shut, Marsh drops my foot and stretches out beside me.
“So … do you really call me Superman in your head?” he asks. “If this is some kind of fantasy, I’d be happy to look into costumes.”
I laugh and roll onto my side, laying an arm across his stomach. “You in tights and a cape? Sold.”
Marshall smiles and leans in to kiss me, but I suddenly place a hand between us. “I ate pizza. I’m not kissing you until I brush my teeth.” After reluctantly sliding off the bed and getting a rush of dizziness from all the alcohol, I finally make it to the bathroom and my toothbrush. I’m quickly joined by Marsh.
“Sorry, I’m an idea stealer,” he says, swiping my tube of toothpaste. “And I still can’t believe you ate pizza. That’s up there with french fries. I’m impressed. You even ate twice as much as me.”
I roll my eyes. “I’ve been eating three times as much as you for a few weeks now.”
He spits in the sink, rinses, and then lifts his head, a more serious expression on his face. “I know.”
The lighter tone and talk of superhero sexual fantasies has quickly shifted to a heavy subject, and both of us are silent until we’re stretched across the bed again and Marshall says, “Can I ask you something?”
I bite my lip and nod, trying to hold his gaze.
“How long do I have before I’ll need surgery again?”
God, not this. This is what alcohol, pizza, and being in Nashville more generally was supposed to distract me from. “I can’t answer that.”
One eyebrow arches up. “Can’t or won’t?”
“I don’t know.” I sigh. “Both, maybe.”
“Izzy … it’s just a question. You must have some kind of answer for me. Maybe an estimate?” He slides himself a few inches away from me, as if giving himself room to study all of my body language.
“It’s not that simple, Marsh.” I can’t look at him anymore. I roll on my back and resume analysis of the ceiling. “The answer includes an opinion—my opinion. And things that are somewhat elective for you at this point.”
“Okay.” He exhales. “I want to hear it. You should know by now that I’ve accepted the being-sick part; I just want to know what to expect in the future. I’ve already had two surgeries, and they seem to be on some kind of schedule. Next year I’ll be doing my student teaching and looking for jobs …”
“You’ve had resections before—the surgeon cut out portions of your small intestine,” I say, and Marshall nods, encouraging me to continue. “Well, there’s only so much intestine that can be removed. If your symptoms worsen—and I think they will, because that’s what’s happening right now—your best bet is the J-pouch surgery.”
His forehead wrinkles. “That’s the one where they remove your colon, right?”
“Yes, but not just that. It’s a two-part surgery done with at least three months of healing time between. The surgeon creates a J-shaped reservoir to collect waste with the end of the small intestine, and that’s connected directly to the anus—”
“Since I won’t have a colon anymore.” His jaw flexes, but I can tell he’s working hard to appear calm.
“Right. And while the pouch is healing, you’d have a hole in your abdomen that connects to a colostomy bag,” I finish.
“A poop bag.” Marshall nods and then flops onto his back. “Great. That’s … great.”
“But the bag would be temporary, and then after the second surgery, there’s a chance you won’t need steroids or Humira injections anymore, or at least much less often.” I sit up and take in his pensive expression. My stomach sinks. This is not what I wanted to do to him tonight. I crawl across the bed and swing one leg over him, straddling his lap. “Enough sad faces, okay? Nobody’s operating on you tonight.”
A grin spreads slowly across his face. He drags his thumbs under my shirt, skimming the length of my sides. “I’d feel much happier if you removed your clothes.”
I lean down to kiss him. “Not if … when.”
My shirt gets tossed aside and then Marshall is gliding his finger along the lacy part of my bra. “I like this one. It hooks in the front. Easy access.”
“You know …” I shove his shirt up and move my hands over his chest. “I saw this naughty-nurse uniform at a costume shop last week. If you do decide to have surgery, I could get into uniform and take care of you. Could be fun …”
His mouth forms a thin line. Then he lifts me off of him and sits up. Cold air rushes into the space between us. “Izzy, that’s not something I’d want to experience together.”
His words sting. They shouldn’t really, but they do. I shouldn’t have let myself give in to the noisy traffic in my head. The subject had been dropped and I picked it up again. “I’m not going to be scared off by colostomy bags and incision scars.”
“No, you won’t,” he agrees. “But aren’t you trying to get away from here? Isn’t that your goal? Have some normal experiences and go back to your real life?”
I sink back onto my heels, the weight of his words pressing hard on top of me. “Marshall—”
He turns to face me, blue eyes staring right at me. “You haven’t changed your mind, right? You still want Johns Hopkins?”
Silence fills the space between us. I bite down on my lip again, unable to say a word, because he’s right. I haven’t changed my mind.
Marshall tears his gaze from mine and drops his head into his hands, scrubbing his palms over his face. “This is why it’s so complicated for me to—” He stops talking and shakes his head. Then he’s on his feet, snatching the room key from the desk and heading out the door.
I sit there listening to my heart pound inside my ears, my mouth hanging open in shock, my eyes glued on the door where Marshall exited. A vibration followed by a loud pop song nearly makes me jump out of my skin. I crawl across the bed and pick up Marshall’s phone, staring at the name across the screen: Tracy.
I don’t know exactly what I did to piss Marshall off, but I’d rather not be the reason for him missing some family mega-crisis, so I answer his phone.
“Hello?”
“Izzy?” Tracy says. “Oh, God … this is Izzy, right? Because if you’re another girl, I just created a big giant mess.”
I laugh, but there’s a hint of nerves in it. I might be crossing another line here. “It’s Izzy.”
“Hey, how are you? Where’s Marsh? Can I talk to him?”
“He’s … he’s, uh—”
“Shit. He’s in the hospital again, isn’t he?” Tracy says, all amusement dropping from her voice.
“No,” I answer quickly. “No, nothing like that.” I blow out a breath and decide that it’s okay to be honest with his sixteen-year-old sister. “He just left the room. I think maybe … he’s mad at me, I don’t know.”
“Oh, okay,” she says with a whoosh of relief. “Marsh doesn’t really get mad at people. He gets frustrated, walks away, and then he comes back and everything is fine.”
Maybe that’s how it is with his sisters, with any of his family, but I’m not family. He doesn’t have to like or forgive me. “Well … that’s good to know.”
“Stop worrying,” she says with a laugh. “He’s totally in love with you. Ten bucks says he returns in a few minutes with ice cream or chocolates.”
She goes on telling three different stories about how she drove him crazy and he forgave her, but I can’t really listen because the words He’s totally in love with you repeat over and over again in my head until twenty minutes later, when the door finally opens again.
“Hey,” I whisper to Tracy. “He’s back. I’ll tell him to call you, okay?”
“Okay, cool. No hurry.”
I toss the phone onto the nightstand and watch Marshall reenter the room carrying a brown paper bag. Was Tracy right about the chocolates and ice cream? My heart pounding, I wait for him to say something.
Instead he flops onto his back sideways across the bed and reaches for me, pulling me into his arms. “Let’s start this activity over, okay?”
I close my eyes, sighing with relief as my cheek presses against his cotton T-shirt. “But you’re right, I do still want Johns Hopkins. I don’t know what I was thinking—”
Marshall touches my lips with two fingers, quieting me. “I know. It’s okay. You care about me. I feel the same about you. That’s enough right now.”
“But—”
He lifts my chin, our eyes meeting. “I don’t want you to worry about anything else. That was completely unfair of me to plant those seeds. I’m sorry.”
I can’t help the small laugh that escapes. His sister knows him very well. “What’s in the bag?”
He hooks a hand behind my neck and brings our mouths together, kissing me long and slow before pulling away.
My eyes are still half closed, but I have to know. “What’s in the bag, Marshall?”
“Cupcakes.” He flips me over onto my back and then leans down, undoing the clasp on the front of my bra with his teeth. “We’re about to get creative with frosting. Are you in?”
“Uh-huh,” I say, raking my hands through his hair. “Totally in.”


Chapter 24
@IsabelJenkinsMD: Humans share 98.4% of our DNA with chimps—and 70% with slugs.
Mom reaches around me, unties the apron I’m wearing over my jeans and festive burnt orange sweater, and tugs it over my head. “You’re done with cooking duties. Marshall’s here.”
“What?” I dive for the door of the hospital kitchen. “Why didn’t you say something? Did you talk to him already? You did, didn’t you?”
She suppresses a smile and shakes her head. “I just said hello. That’s all.”
“I don’t believe you.” I continue to glare at her as I back slowly through the door. When I fully exit the kitchen and glance around the cafeteria, I spot Marshall across the room pouring apple juice into a red Solo cup while talking to my dad.
Great. Just great.
I close my eyes and count to ten before heading in their direction. Dad catches my eye, smiles, then turns back to Marshall and says, “I totally agree—the Bears and the Cubs are overrated. I’ve lived in Chicago all my life, so that’s saying something.”
“Well, West Coast teams are way overpaid and overhyped, but Chicago and New York aren’t much better,” Marshall says, all calm and casual, like this isn’t the most awkward event ever.
“You’re talking about sports?” I say to Dad. “You don’t even like sports.”
He shrugs. “But Marshall does.”
“Uh-uh.” I shake my head at him. “You don’t get to do the I’m-a-normal-dad-who-watches-football routine. We both know you’re here just to make an appearance, and you’re minutes away from escaping and locking yourself in your office to review patient charts and hope for a Thanksgiving heart attack to roll through the ER doors.”
Dad laughs, then pulls me in close, kissing the top of my head. “Okay, you got me. Obviously your holiday spirit crushes mine. I’m not even sure implanting a pacemaker in a patient with hypertrophic obstructive cardiomyopathy could drag you away from all the Thanksgiving festivities.”
“What?” I say. “Do you mean you’re—”
Just then, from the corner of my eye, I spot Chief O’Reilly talking to a middle-aged woman whose hair is perfectly in place and who’s wearing a perfectly tailored pants suit. I quickly slide in front of Marshall, hiding myself. He rests both hands on my shoulders, squeezing a little as if to ask me what’s wrong.
“What is she doing here?” I hiss at Dad.
“Who?” He glances around, his forehead wrinkled. “Your mother?”
“No, not Mom. I know why she’s here. And I refuse to get in the middle of your awkward lack of communication,” I snap, leaning closer. “Her … Dr. Winifred James, Ph.D.”
“Right. Her.” Dad’s eyebrows lift and he rocks back onto his heels. “I’ll go over and create a diversion.”
I fight the urge to kick him in the shins. Why is he not taking this seriously? She totally ruined my career. All three of us should go over there and kick her in the shins. Is he not on my side? What the hell?
Maybe I’m holding a grudge over things I haven’t been able to confront either of my parents about. I think the birth mother secrets they’ve kept from me combined with the sneaky divorce is making me assume betrayal in every move my dad or mom makes.
Dad sets his coffee cup on an empty table and buttons the front of his lab coat together before walking off toward Chief O’Reilly and … her.
“What am I missing?” Marshall whispers, turning me around to face him.
I slide him sideways about a foot and then stand directly in front of him so that I’m completely hidden. “The shrink—” I start to say, and then correct myself. “She’s not a shrink, actually, because she’s not even a real doctor.”
“Hence the Ph.D. instead of the M.D.,” Marshall concludes. “And …?”
“And she wrote horrible things about me—” I take a breath and turn down my volume a few notches. “She’s the one who flunked me and kept me from becoming a resident.”
“I see.” Marshall steps closer, allowing me to press my face into his shirt. His hand glides up and down my back. “So really, she’s the one I have to thank for us meeting.”
It’s like the floor gets pulled out from under me. I glance up at Marshall. “You’re right! I just didn’t—”
“Think about it that way,” he finishes. “But you could, right?”
I stand up to my full height again, holding my head up, making me visible to all. “I could do that. Totally.” And then I don’t have to feel like such a failure. Like such an inferior medical professional. Hey, Dr. James, remember that big fat red F you wrote on top of my evaluation for residency programs? Well, don’t sweat it, ’cause I got other options. I mean, look at my Thanksgiving date? I know, right? And you should see him without a shirt on. Plus he’s got the most talented mouth when he—
Okay, I probably won’t go that far.
I wrap my fingers around the front of Marshall’s shirt, pulling him down to me. He smells like soap and deodorant, and it’s way more delicious than the Thanksgiving dinner scents wafting in the air.
“Hey,” I say. “If I forget to tell you later, thanks for coming.”
“You’re welcome.” He smiles and plants a kiss on my forehead. Then his fingers slide down my back and cup my ass, squeezing it gently. “Seeing you in these tight-ass jeans is worth all the drama.”
I laugh and shove him away. I think both of us may be tucking our real feelings inside all these superficial comments about nice asses and nice abs. But I’m not planning on exploring that fact right now. Instead, I’m gonna slap on a happy face and greet my former boss and … her.
I reach for Marshall’s hand, then head over to where my dad is probably discussing the pacemaker he’ll be implanting later on. All three doctors (well … if we’re counting the Ph.D. as a doctor) now have their backs to us.
“We had pediatrics specialists from Mayo and Hopkins consulting on the case via Skype, and none of them got the diagnosis before she did,” Chief O’Reilly is saying. “Both of them had me convinced I needed to quarantine an entire wing of the hospital until we found out what was wrong. You know what that would have cost?”
“I can’t even imagine,” Dr. Winifred James, Ph.D., says.
I stop and squeeze Marshall’s hand so he doesn’t drag me closer. They’re talking about me. About the Kawasaki/leukemia patient from a couple of weeks ago. My confidence fizzles out, and I start to turn around, but Marshall holds me in place and then gives me a shove from behind. I stumble, almost falling into my dad and getting his attention at the same time.
“Isabel,” Chief O’Reilly says, causing all three of them to turn around and create a happy little circle with the five of us. “We were just talking about you.”
“Huh … really?” I clear my throat and touch a hand to Marshall’s chest. “Marshall … this is Chief O’Reilly. He basically runs the entire hospital. Chief, this is Marshall Collins.” I wait for them to shake hands, then force myself to look at Little Miss Uptight and Psychological. “And this is Dr. James. She … um, she—”
“Is head of the psych department,” she finishes for me, reaching out a hand to Marshall, practically X-raying his brain with her eyes.
“I’m pulling a B in anatomy this semester, so I’m sure I’ll feel completely equal in whatever conversations are about to take place,” he says, all charm.
God, is he ever nervous?
All three doctors laugh. “Don’t mind our excessive medical jargon,” O’Reilly says, winking at me. “Sometimes we simply have no idea what else to discuss. We aren’t very well-rounded individuals.”
“Marshall knows,” Dad says to the other two. “I’ve already tried and failed to discuss sports.”
“Let’s talk about Isabel.” Dr. James eyes me again. “I would love to hear what you’ve been up to since we last saw each other.”
You mean when you crushed my dreams? The blinding anger takes longer to dissolve than I would have liked, and Marshall has to release my hand and rest his fingers on the back of my neck to get me to say something.
“Right.” I glance at my hands, wishing there was an alcoholic drink in them right now. “I’m currently studying at NIU.”
“What are you studying this time?” she asks, a hint of judgment in her voice. Enough judgment to get my blood boiling again.
“Oh, a little bit of everything.”
O’Reilly opens his mouth like he’s ready to move on to a new subject, but Dr. James won’t let it go. “Like what?” she presses.
My jaw tenses, my hands balling at my sides. “Like poetry, darts, bowling, military obstacle courses—I’ve recently mastered the army crawl technique. And plenty of hands-on activity outside of the classroom. It’s amazing what you can do with a well-crafted fake ID. Not to mention the amount of cash some of these students are willing to pay for the simplest of hacking jobs. I can’t believe the lack of security in a state university’s computer system. Takes me fifteen seconds to change an F to an A. I’m pulling in more cash than I ever would as a resident. And I haven’t even broken into the prescription drug peddling market. It’s not like I don’t have plenty of connections. Who knew making money would be so easy, right?” I shrug and try to ignore the fact that both Dad’s and O’Reilly’s mouths are hanging open. “But you know what they say about geniuses—we make excellent criminals. Assuming we don’t have any other options …”
“Oh, boy,” Marshall mutters under his breath.
But Dr. Winifred James, Ph.D., shows no sign of shock or surprise. She folds her arms over her chest and continues her penetrating stare. “You’re angry with me for not giving you a passing evaluation. I understand. If you’d like to come by my office tomorrow morning, we could chat about how you’re feeling right now.”
A dozen different swear words dance around inside my head, but I force myself to say, “No, thank you.”
“What Dr. James is trying to say,” O’Reilly interrupts, throwing a worried glance in Dad’s direction, “is that you impressed a lot of people with your recent diagnosis, the CDC included. They didn’t have to come in here with their rubber suits and shut the place down. The AMA feels you’re too valuable a resource to make you wait the full six months before retesting.” He narrows his eyes at Dr. James. “I’m certain this reevaluation will be much less intrusive than the last.”
I’m a quick thinker, yet my brain is still playing catch-up. I had no idea that so much was riding on diagnosing that three-year-old a couple of weeks ago, nor did I realize until eavesdropping on their conversation minutes ago that anyone besides Justin and Dad knew I’d been consulted. I’m not an employee of any hospital, so it was all unofficial and off the record.
“Wait.” Dad rests a hand on my arm and turns to O’Reilly. “So you’re saying she could be placed in a program very soon? After she meets with Dr. James tomorrow?”
“That’s correct,” O’Reilly says.
I don’t even know how to react. I just stand there, my gaze bouncing between the three doctors, until Dr. James says, “I’ll see you around ten in my office tomorrow, Isabel?”
My head bobs up and down. Dad wraps an arm around my shoulder and turns us in the opposite direction.
“Excuse us,” he says over his shoulder to Dr. James and O’Reilly.
I tug Marshall’s hand dragging him out into the hall with us. I shake out of Dad’s grip. “Did you know about this? You could have given me some warning.”
“I didn’t know anything. You heard me question the chief,” he says, glancing down the long corridor. “We’ll talk about this tonight. I’ve got to go check on my cardiomyopathy patient.”
I roll my eyes. “Okay, Dad, whatever. I’m gonna show Marshall around.”
I’m still gripping Marsh’s hand when we head in the opposite direction, toward the back entrance to the ER.
“So,” Marshall says after we turn a corner. “I’m guessing this is turning out to be an unusual day?”
My heart starts pounding. I can’t quite grasp what I’m feeling. Maybe a bunch of things all at once.
“Izzy?” he says, stopping and facing me. “What’s going on in your head? I can’t tell.”
“Me either.” I look him over, hesitant to make eye contact. “What’s going on in your head? I mean …”
He gives me that sexy half smile. “I’m excited for you. Do you think it was my tutoring? I felt like I did a pretty good job.”
“Well, I haven’t passed yet,” I remind him. “But yes, of course it’s your tutoring.”
Marshall wraps his arms around my shoulders from behind and drops his mouth to my cheek. “My girlfriend is going to be a surgeon. I won’t even need to work. I can stay at home and watch TV all day and hire a maid. A hot maid. ’Cause you’ll be in surgery all the time and I have needs.”
“Oh, do you?” I spin around to face him. I know he’s only teasing with the references to playing house, probably to avoid stating the obvious, but I’m both grateful and feeling a bit warm and fuzzy because of it. “Let me show you the best spot in the entire hospital.”
I lead him to a stairwell and up to the third floor, near the peds wing. I open an unmarked door and flip on a light switch, revealing a small bed and nothing else. I close and lock the door behind us, leaning my back against it. Marshall turns in a circle, assessing the room. “The on-call room?”
“It is.” I reach for his shirt and pull him against me. “But if you’re hungry, we can go back and get some turkey and stuffing …”
Marshall reaches above my shoulder and checks the lock a few times before quickly yanking my sweater over my head. “I already ate.”

The clothes on the floor, the pounding of my heart against his, the idea of people everywhere outside the door to this tiny room makes this way more exciting. But it’s not just that. It’s Marshall. He’s gentle, yet direct and controlling. My hands are pinned above my head, my mouth falling open, a gasp escaping when he finally pushes inside me.
Marshall’s mouth drifts up and down my neck, his own groans soft in my ear. “Put your legs around me,” he whispers, his free hand sliding down my thigh and tugging my ankle toward his back.
My thighs squeeze his sides, and we’re so close you couldn’t wedge a sheet of paper between us. He releases my arms and pulls them around his neck. My fingers are in his hair, gripping tight, and then he’s kissing me. His hips freeze and I’m suddenly aware of my own panting. “Don’t stop …”
He pulls back, smiles, and says, “Just for a minute.” And then he’s kissing me again, moving harder and faster until I feel so many things my brain shuts down.
Marshall can turn off the noise. That’s why I love doing this with him. For a few minutes, I don’t think. I just feel.
A short while later, I’m lying in his arms, both of us sweaty and sleepy, the noise in the hall outside coming and going in spurts, beds rolling by creating a soothing rhythm.
I find that perfect spot in the crook of Marshall’s neck and gently rest my lips against his skin. “I want Johns Hopkins, but I want this, too. I’m not ready to give it up,” I admit despite my protesting conscious mind.
“What?” Marshall says. “Sex in on-call rooms?”
I laugh and allow my eyes to flutter shut. “Yes, but more specifically with you. And this. Right now. You get me, you know?”
He smooths my hair down and his hands drift slowly over my naked body. “We don’t have to think about that stuff right now. Just let yourself be happy with all the recent accomplishments and leave it at that, okay?”
“Maybe I could ask O’Reilly for a position here. I love this hospital.” The idea is out before I even let myself analyze it, but I know it’s something I want to explore.
“Izzy …” His tone is careful and guarded. He’s probably approaching this in the same manner I approach giving him medical advice. We can’t make decisions for each other. “Giving up your goals is not something I’d ever want you to do for me. Or for anyone else.”
“I wanted Johns Hopkins because it’s the best, because my dad went through that program. But lately I’m caring less and less about what he wants and more about what I want. And I want to be a surgeon and I want this.” I snuggle against him again, squeezing him tighter.
“But it would mean giving up your dreams of peddling prescription drugs at the university,” Marshall says in his most serious tone. “You have so much potential in that area. It would be a shame to see that go to waste.”
I laugh really hard. “I have no clue where that came from.”
“It was like a cloud formed around you suddenly. I thought you were going to claw that lady’s eyes out. I positioned myself for a fight. I would have totally had your back, by the way.”
I lift my head and kiss him on the mouth. “You are a very brave soul, Marshall Collins. I can throw you in front of any challenge and you’re ready.”
“For you.” He tucks my hair behind my ears. “For you, I’m ready.”


Chapter 25
@IsabelJenkinsMD: 80% of your brain is water.
“Let’s talk about Dr. Martin’s patient, the one he asked you for a consult on.” Dr. Winifred James, Ph.D., only allows her eyes to drop to the evaluation form resting on her lap for half a second before resuming efforts to point her X-ray vision at my brain. “Specifically, how did you feel when you finally pinned down a diagnosis?”
I stare at the frilly pink wallpaper. It’s too pretty in here. She’s trying too hard to make people feel at ease. I’ve been answering her questions for fifty-six minutes now, but it only took me thirty seconds to hate this office all over again. I’m 100 percent more nervous than I was the first time she tested me, mostly because I hadn’t even considered not passing, but after O’Reilly’s silent message yesterday, I’ve calmed down a bit. I think he’ll force her to pass me unless she truly believes that I’m a psychopath, and if that’s true, I’ll support being flunked. So my angle today is honesty. Just honesty.
“I felt relieved.”
One eyebrow quirks up. “Relieved? To diagnose a child with both cancer and a heart condition?”
“Yes.” I nod, convincing myself. “Don’t you think other people felt relieved, too? It sounds like the CDC did. I bet O’Reilly celebrated the fact that he didn’t have to quarantine the place or deal with his own staff being exposed to some kind of rare infectious disease.”
“Anything else?” she prompts. “It’s normal to have more than one feeling in a given situation. Sometimes conflicting feelings …”
“Heavy.” I glance out the window, watching the traffic zip by. “I felt heavy. Sometimes you want an answer so bad you don’t realize how that answer might affect you. And the fact that once you have it, there’s no hope of a different outcome.”
“Interesting.” She scribbles on the paper in her lap, and finally I have a few seconds to shake out my nervous hands. “What about Marshall?” she goes on. “Tell me about his illness and how that affects your relationship.”
“I guess that technically, his illness is the reason our relationship even happened,” I say, knowing that’s mostly true.
“How so?”
I try my best to explain the details of our fall break together and what we both revealed to each other. “I think we both thought that no one could possibly accept the bad stuff, but I’m okay with that part of him and he seems to be okay with that part of me.”
She stares at me long enough to make me squirm. “I didn’t realize that you were aware of your family history. Of your birth mother’s mental health problems.”
Oh, right. That’s because I hacked into the hospital system and looked at your report. Shit. I clear my throat, giving away the potential lie in that action alone. “I … um … overheard my parents talking recently. I haven’t told them I know yet.”
“Are you afraid that you might become like your mother? That you might inherit mental illness from her?”
“Are you afraid of that?” I ask. “Is that why I failed the first time?”
She turns around, plucks a sheet of paper off her desk, and sets it on the coffee table in front of me. “Are you familiar with the term twice exceptional?”
“Someone with both extreme strengths and areas of significant disability,” I reply automatically.
“And I know you know what Asperger’s syndrome is,” she goes on.
“You think my birth mother had Asperger’s syndrome?” I blurt out, unable to help myself.
“You tell me,” she says, leaning back in her chair, ignoring the page in front of her. “You’re phenomenal at diagnostics, Isabel. What are the symptoms?”
“I don’t diagnose psychological disorders,” I say.
“But you know them, correct?”
“Correct.” I sigh. “Symptoms for which stage of life?”
She lifts both eyebrows this time, possibly impressed. “Adolescence.”
“Disinterest in following social norms or conventional thinking, inability to read body language at times, lack of empathy—though it can be much less present as adolescents move into adulthood—anxiety, depression …”
“Do you know the name of the publication that provided you with that information?” she asks. I nod. “How long ago was the article written?”
“Three years, five months, and eighteen days.”
She leans forward and taps the paper on the coffee table. “Now, look at the date on this form, admitting your birth mother into a hospital for treatment of her depression … that was nearly forty years ago.”
“The depression was a symptom of undiagnosed Asperger’s,” I mumble to myself before looking up at Dr. James. She’s studying me in a different way than earlier, like she’s anticipating a new reaction from me. Suddenly I get it. My heart sinks to the pit of my stomach, and I’m already shaking my head. “No … I don’t have Asperger’s. This isn’t forty years ago. Someone would have told me. Someone would have diagnosed me. Do you know how many tests I’ve had, all relating to my freakish brain? Hundreds.”
I stand up like I’m about to leave, but I know I can’t. So I pace back and forth in the space between the couch and coffee table in this too-pink office.
“You lived in eight different foster homes the first five years of your life, Isabel. You were an unusually and highly gifted child who not only didn’t fit in with peers but also didn’t fit in with the families you lived with. How could you fit in? They didn’t understand why a three-year-old could read at the level of a high schooler. By the time of your adoption, you’d experienced so much rejection and also had the intellectual capability to take that rejection personally. Behaviors like defensiveness and a lack of proper relationships and connections were to be expected. Even things like being taken advantage of by an older man in a position of authority makes sense as one of the long-term effects of your early childhood.”
Why is she so obsessed with my relationship with Sam? She mentioned it three different times on the previous evaluation form.
“I don’t have Asperger’s,” I repeat.
“Does the diagnosis bother you? Does it change anything?”
“Yes!” I fall back into my seat on the couch. “It changes everything. It means that I can’t change. People have shitty childhoods and they overcome it. You’re taking that from me. That’s what you’re doing right now. You’re stealing my excuse and giving me one that won’t ever go away. So yes, it bothers me!”
“I’m surprised.” She doesn’t appear even a little bit shaken by the fact that I just screamed at her. “I didn’t expect you, of all people, to buy into the social stigma of something like Asperger’s. Asperger’s is a very broad diagnosis. And to some extent all of us might be considered as having some of the characteristics described as part of the autism spectrum. Most people maintain a certain distance between themselves and others, because too much emotional empathy can make it debilitating to leave the house or hear stories of people suffering. And doctors, surgeons especially, are much closer to the autism spectrum than those in the field of sales and marketing, for example. I’m not diagnosing you with anything, Isabel. I’m not going to label you.”
Now I’m the one surprised. “You aren’t?”
She shakes her head. “I don’t believe it will make any difference in your life one way or another. All I want to do right now is ease your fears. I know you’re afraid of becoming like your mother, committing suicide. I thought if you knew what I believed to have been your mother’s true problem and the fact that she could have benefited from forcing herself into a normal college environment, you might be less afraid.”
I exhale and rest my head in my hands. “It’s a lot to absorb.”
“Why? Because I may have told you that you’re not normal? You’ve never been normal, Isabel. And what else are you afraid of most? That there’s some psychological disorder behind your lack of empathy with patients? Look at what happened with Marshall. You feel it now, don’t you? You see his illness and his life merging and the impact it has on him, right?”
“I do.”
“You can make those connections. In you, they’re fewer than in most people, but at the same time they’re stronger, and more valuable because of that.”
I’ve never been so confused and disoriented in my entire life. “So … why did you fail me the first time?”
“Because you were too young, your parents refused to address your issues and need for therapy—”
“Wait … I need therapy?”
“Yes,” she says firmly. “I’m recommending to Chief O’Reilly that he allow you to practice as a resident on an interim basis, assuming you continue to work at this hospital, where you have friends and family to support you, and assuming you agree to see me twice weekly until we mutually decide you don’t need any further therapeutic intervention.”
I sink back into the couch and stare up at the ceiling, thinking.
“Isabel? How do you feel about those terms?”
How do I feel? Light. Relieved. I lift my head from the back of the couch and look at her. “Okay. I feel okay about that deal.”
“It’s not a deal, it’s a solution.” And then she smiles. An actual smile. After scribbling a bit more on the pink evaluation sheet, she signs the bottom and hands it across the table to me. “Congratulations. You’ve just passed your intern exam.”
A couple of minutes later, I’m walking through the halls of the hospital, still shocked and not quite ready to process everything. I nearly plow into Justin and his fledgling interns. He stops when he sees me. “What are you doing here?”
I wave the pink sheet in my hand for him to see. “Apparently passing my intern exam.”
“Seriously?” He begins walking, and I walk beside him. The sound of eight feet shuffling behind us is odd but somehow comforting. Like maybe I won’t have to do this resident thing alone. It is a little scary now that I finally have the chance to think about being here rather than getting here.
“Seriously. But no Hopkins. For now.”
He snatches the chart of a post-op peds patient from outside the hospital room door. “They rejected you? I bet the program’s full. That’s probably why.”
I shrug but decide not to tell him that it’s because I have to stay here and go to therapy. “It’s fine. I can still learn plenty here.”
“Beats living in a college dorm and taking PE classes, right?” Justin says, being uncharacteristically nice. “God, I’m still traumatized from middle school and high school PE.”
He sets the chart back in place, obviously satisfied with the report, and we shuffle on toward the next door, which he passes up. But after reading the patient name on the chart next to the door, I freeze in place, reaching for Justin and tugging the sleeve of his lab coat. “Look.”
“That’s Laprosky’s patient. He’s not surgical.”
I tap my finger beside the name: Culver, Clay. “Look!”
“Clay Culver,” Justin says finally, his face reflecting the shock I’m most likely wearing. “Late-onset adolescent type one diabetes.”
Both of us reach for the chart at the same time, but I get it in my hands first. Already my heart is pumping at the speed of a racehorse’s, my stomach twisting. I flip the binder open, and Justin leans in to read with me. He waves a hand behind him, not looking up, and says, “Go! Rounds. Now. Report back to me in fifteen minutes.”
The fledglings scurry away.
“Oh, God,” I say, after reading the most recent update. I feel nauseous and dizzy all at once. “Oh my God.”
Justin closes the binder and rests it back in place. “It sucks, but it happens, you know?”
Justin and I don’t do this stuff. We don’t do feelings, or anything like feelings, with each other. So, of course, he takes off toward his next post-op patient. My chest tightens with panic, and I take a tentative step inside the room. Clay Culver is lying flat on his back, his light blond hair splayed out across the pillow, a breathing tube coming out of his mouth, a blood pressure cuff around his arm, other tubes and wires everywhere.
I flash back to the pissed-off fifteen-year-old, aggressively throwing objects around the room and shoving nurses out of his personal space.
And just like that, the lightness I’d felt in Dr. James’s office is gone. I can’t think. I can’t breathe. I drop my pink sheet of paper and run from that room as fast as possible. I keep running, down two flights of stairs, down another hallway, toward the ER doors, which will lead me to the outside stairs and the elevated train. I can’t wait to get on the “L.”
“Isabel!” I hear Dad shout, but I keep going. I can’t breathe. I need air. “Isabel!”
He jumps in front of me, taking hold of my shoulders. “What happened? What’s wrong?”
I didn’t even feel myself begin crying, but tears are streaking down my face. I try to take a breath but can’t. I lean over, resting my hands on my knees. “I can’t … he’s in a coma. He’s in a coma and I …”
“Who’s in a coma?” Dad asks, with such urgency in his voice that I panic even more. He leads me over to a chair in the waiting room and forces me to sit down. “Who is in a coma, honey?”
“Clay Culver,” I manage to say, wiping away more tears. “I never called him Clay Culver. I knew his name and I never called him by his name.”
I can feel Dad’s confusion, but he’s a doctor so he’s focused on the fact that I’m hyperventilating, and he’s ignoring the looming questions. As my breathing grows more and more ragged, his panicked voice becomes more distant and little black sparkles dance in front of my eyes. I’ve never fainted in my entire life. Not once. But I know it’s about to happen and there’s nothing I can do to stop it.
Lucky for me, my dad also recognizes the early signs and catches me before my head hits the tile floor in the waiting room.

I wake up in an ER bed, my sweater lying on a chair beside me. The panic is gone. My limbs are like Jell-O and numb. Everything is numb.
Don’t feel it. Don’t let yourself feel it. You’ll die if you feel like that again. You’ll suffocate to death. The words play over and over inside my head. I’m nearly positive they’ve been playing for whatever length of time I’ve been unconscious.
The curtain around my little ER bed flies open, and Dad and Marshall stand in front of me, looking all kinds of worried. They’re feeling. Don’t give in to it. Don’t let the feelings pull you under.
“Good, you’re awake,” Dad says at the same time Marshall practically falls over with relief and says, “Thank God. What happened? Did you forget to eat? Low blood sugar?”
The mention of blood sugar brings Clay Culver back to my thoughts, and the stab is so painful I have to close my eyes and force in a shaky breath. Don’t feel it. Don’t feel it. I open my eyes again and shake my head before swinging my legs off the end of the bed. “I’m fine.” I turn to Marshall. “Can you please take me home?”
Marshall blinks, then comes to life again. “Yeah … yeah, okay. Of course.”
I hop off the bed and wriggle out of the grip Marshall has around my shoulders. Don’t feel it. Don’t let him in.
“Honey,” Dad says before I have a chance to get away. He knows. He knows who Clay Culver is. “You did nothing wrong. He skipped insulin doses, drank alcohol, took Ecstasy. You did nothing wrong.”
I inhale and turn around to face my dad. “I killed him. I told him he was fine. I told him he wasn’t dying, but he was dying! People die from diabetes. That’s what I should have said. It was my job to consider psychological state in his diagnosis. I killed him.” Stop it. Stop feeling. Stop.
Dad’s face twists with several different emotions, and finally he looks over my shoulder, addressing Marshall. “I’ll take her home. You can go. I probably shouldn’t have told you what happened.”
“Dad, I’m fine. Marshall is taking me home. To Mom’s house.” I turn and head for the doors, hoping Marshall will follow me.
He does. But when he tries to wrap an arm around my shoulders, the ice around me begins to chip and I start to panic all over again. I step sideways out of his reach and keep my eyes forward. He sighs but gives me the space I need. He’s driving an old Dodge Caravan that he most likely borrowed from his mother. I climb into the passenger seat and use every bit of my mental power to concentrate on one thought: Don’t feel it. Don’t let yourself feel it. You’ll die if you feel like that again. You’ll suffocate to death, again and again, ignoring everything Marshall says to me during the nearly twenty-five-minute ride.
Instead of taking me to my house, he pulls up to a red-brick house about half the size of mine. He puts the van in park but leaves the ignition running. “This is where I live. It’s about three minutes from you. Isn’t that crazy? All this time we’ve lived so close and we had to go to school two hours away from here to meet.”
I swallow the lump forming in my throat and turn my gaze to the windshield again. “Marshall, I really would like to go home. Please.”
“Yeah, sure,” he says, nodding and putting the minivan back into drive. When he pulls up to my house—the FOR SALE sign still resting in the yard—he not only shifts to park but pulls the keys out of the ignition.
I wrap my fingers around his keys and guide them back to where they had been. “I don’t want you to come in.”
He sucks in a breath, hiding the hurt on his face. “Izzy … just let me walk you inside. Maybe—”
“No.” I shake my head furiously. “Please. Just go.”
He reaches over me and I think he’s about to open the door to let me out, but instead he covers the handle with his palm. And I’m forced to inhale his scent, to think about how he makes me feel …
Don’t feel it. Don’t feel anything.
“I asked you to go away and leave me alone before, too,” he says, his voice low and right next to my ear. “Imagine if you had listened. You don’t need to be alone; you need someone to be here for you. And I’m willing to do that. All you have to do is let me.”
“This is different,” I say.
“No, it’s not.”
Marshall lifts his hand from the door handle and touches my cheek. My hands start to shake, fear and pain engulfing me. I’m drowning in it. I can’t do this anymore. I can’t let him inside me like this. I jerk away from his touch and squeeze my hands into tiny fists.
“This is your fault,” I snap. “You did this to me! You made me say that I wanted more with you … and … and I don’t. That’s the last thing I need.”
My heart is slamming again my chest. It’s such a relief to throw these emotions at something. At someone. I don’t want them anymore.
Marshall’s expression shifts from shocked to hard.
“You don’t,” he repeats, his voice cold and distant. “What do you want, then?”
I squeeze my eyes shut, desperate to feel that rush of relief again. “I want to be a fucking surgeon. And to not have to worry about you all the time. You made me feel like this! You made me feel sorry for you!”
Silence falls between us, my last words vibrating through the confines of this vehicle. I suck in a breath, guilt bubbling up like bile in my throat. “I’m sorry … Marshall, I didn’t meant that—”
“No.” He shakes his head, staring out the windshield, his knuckles now white from gripping the steering wheel. “You’re right. I don’t need this, either. I don’t need to spend my time with someone who’s clearly fucked up enough to get off on other people’s diseases.”
I don’t want to feel anything, but these words—his words—feel like everything. My breaths are coming jagged and forced.
“It was going to happen anyway,” he adds. “Maybe it’s better that it’s right now.”
“Maybe,” I agree, but some part of me is screaming inside my head, Nooooo! “Bye, Marshall.”
I reach for the handle, fling open the door, and head up the walkway. My ears are on high alert, and I don’t hear him drive off right away. I don’t know how long he sits out in front of my house, though, because I close all the blinds, dig through my parents’ medicine cabinet, take three sleeping pills, and climb into my bed, pulling the covers over my head.
Before I fall asleep, I send Marshall a text. I need to shed my guilt. I just want to be a doctor, I write. I want to focus on work and not let all this other stuff in. It’s not really about you. I’m sorry I blamed you. I didn’t mean that.
Even though I want to stay numb, a few tears and a giant stab of pain hit me during the minutes it takes for the sleeping pills to kick in. If it weren’t for Marshall, Clay Culver’s forthcoming death wouldn’t affect me like this. I’d have a handle on myself. I’d be in control. Before I fainted, I’d never felt such a loss of control in my entire life.
And I might have lied to Marshall. I’m not even positive I can be a doctor anymore. Maybe it’s too hard. Maybe I need a lab full of rodents in my life instead of real people. Real people complicate things. Real people die. Real people can be killed by other people.


Chapter 26
@IsabelJenkinsMD: Ppl shed about 600,000 particles of skin per hour. Even our skin is destined to invade other people’s lives. It’s everywhere.
Monday morning at 6:00 a.m., my mom finally forces herself into my room by removing the doorknob. I think she had expected to find me passed out, dirty, and starving to death because her mouth begins to form words and then hangs open in silence when she sees me.
My room is immaculate. I’m immaculate. And fed. I have boxes of protein bars, a water bottle with a filter, a bathroom with a sink. I’m seated on the floor, fully dressed, my hair wet from the shower I just took, and pages and pages of printed medical history lie in neat stacks all around me. Stress for me equals cleaning and organization and projects—anything busy to keep me from thinking too much.
“It’s Monday,” she says, like this should mean something significant. “You may have decided not to go back to school—at least I assume you’ve decided that, seeing as you haven’t left your room since Friday—but I’m sure Marshall is safely is his dorm, a full two hours away. You can come out now.”
“If I’d needed to leave the room, I would have.” I bend over and read a page in front of me, highlighting two sentences near the bottom. “And I didn’t intentionally want to drive him away. It’s just easier like this.”
At least that’s what I’m telling myself. Up until Saturday night, I kept reading the texts he sent me:
Izzy, I think you’re wrong. It isn’t easier this way. Not for me. I’m sure it isn’t for you. Please talk to me.
Then the one that caused the screen to blur in front of my eyes:
I miss you.
After reading that one, I felt so much. Too much. Everything. I threw my phone against the wall, sighing with relief when the message shattered to pieces. That way I couldn’t keep reading it over and over again until I jumped in my car and drove to his house. Unfortunately, I now know the whereabouts of Marshall’s residence, thanks to him.
“He’s a nice kid, Izzy,” Mom says. “He doesn’t deserve to be dropped like that.”
“First of all …” I keep my voice calm and steady, my hand continuing its work with the highlighter. “You knew Marshall for like five seconds when he was what? Fifteen? Sixteen? And second, he knows me. He knows that I care about him but that I suck at relationships. He knows that he didn’t do anything wrong. He knows that I have some shit to work out. We never made any promises to each other—not like marriage—so quit acting like you understand when clearly you don’t.”
Her mouth forms a thin line. “Fine.”
It almost sounds true when I sell it like that. I almost believe it myself. Not that he doesn’t know those things about me—he does—but my feelings are way more conflicted (as Dr. Winifred James, Ph.D., would say) than I make them out to be.
But my poor mother. She’s got enough shit to deal with right now. She doesn’t need her nineteen-year-old daughter turning back into the bratty fifteen-year-old I used to be.
“I’m sorry.” I glance up at her for a second, holding her gaze. “I appreciate your concern, but I’m not ready to talk about it with you, okay?”
“Okay.” She takes a few more steps inside my room, bending a little to see what the papers are all about. “What is this stuff?”
“Patient charts.”
“Hmm,” is all she says. “Your dad is off tomorrow and volunteered to go collect your things from NIU, but I think you should do this yourself. Or go back. Finish the semester.”
I stare at her again, my heart pounding. I can’t even fathom facing Marshall right now. Or Kelsey. Or our room. She’ll get to have a single for the rest of the semester with no extra charge because I’ve already paid my share. She can have Shirtless Carson over every night and they can be shirtless together. “I’ll call Dad and take care of it.” And I’ll tell him yes, please go get my stuff because I’m a complete wimp.
“That boy isn’t dead yet, you know.” Mom kneels all the way down and gathers my wet hair, twisting it gently into a knot at the base of my neck—something she used to do when I was younger to keep my hair from soaking the back of my shirt. I inhale slowly, resisting the urge to cry or talk about what I’m feeling, because I need to not be feeling at all. “People wake up from comas all the time.”
A wave of pain and nausea hit me. “He’s not going to wake up.”
“Maybe statistically the chances aren’t great.” She stands and reaches for the knobless door. “But kids are very resilient.”
“The only reason he’s still allowed to lie there with a machine breathing for him is because he’s a kid and not a wrinkly eighty-five-year-old.”
Mom stands in the doorway, her eyes sweeping over the room one more time. “You can keep yourself in here if you want, but the door stays open. And your father and I both agreed that regardless of whether you accept O’Reilly’s residency position, you will attend your appointments with Dr. James if you want to live in this house.”
That’s about the biggest dose of discipline I’ve ever been handed from my parents, and I’m nineteen years old. “I thought you were selling this house.”
“The offers haven’t been great,” she says. “The real estate agent thinks that holding off until spring might bring in more money.”
It feels like there’s something more behind the decision to hold off than the offers; I can hear the partial lie in my mom’s tone. I’m dying to ask her if handing this place over is as devastating to her as it is to me. But I let her walk away and head to work, where she gets to spend all day with lots of normal teenagers who do normal things like take high school biology when they’re sixteen instead of being in medical school.
The whole morning, I continue my analysis of patient charts, printing so many pages I have to leave my room to hunt down a new ink cartridge. I make binders with dozens of tabs and sort and highlight, trying to distract myself from thinking about how many texts Kelsey has probably sent me between last night and today—do they start out nice and then get angrier the longer I ignore them? And about what class Marshall is in right now, whether or not boot camp met outside. And what kind of indoor fitness does Sergeant Holloway include in his curriculum? He seems like the type to force us outside in freezing weather and then call us a bunch of girls for complaining. And then I’m thinking about Marshall and how the cold weather increases his joint pain and stiffness …
“Been looking for this?”
I jump and scream at the same time, then sigh with relief when I glance up and see Justin standing in the doorway of my bedroom, holding a pink piece of paper. I pick up the remote beside me and click a button to turn off the music I’d been blaring from my iPod dock.
“Jesus Christ, you scared the hell out of me.” I rub my chest and lean back against the bed, waiting for the adrenaline to settle down. “Did you break into my house?”
He shrugs. “I watched you punch in the garage code once.”
I scowl in disgust, thinking about the handful of times I brought him home with me when my parents were gone and what transpired during those hours.
“You didn’t answer my text or the doorbell.” He wanders around my room, glancing at my project spread across the floor. “What are you doing at home? O’Reilly gave you a job.… I know he hasn’t told you in person yet, but it’s implied. Meaning you show up. You work.”
“I’m reviewing charts from all the patients I’ve diagnosed with chronic or terminal illness over the last year and sorting them by dates of most recent follow-up.” I hold up a clipboard with a chart attached. “Thirty-seven patients, and you know what the average time has been since they were last seen?”
He shrugs again, not even taking the clipboard from my hands.
“Twenty-nine days,” I answer despite his lack of interest. “Twenty-nine days. Do we know anything about their mental state right now? No. Eighty-nine percent of terminal patients experience depression, forty-seven percent engage is reckless behavior—”
“Look at this.” Justin picks up an article from yesterday’s paper and reads. “ ‘Two weeks ago, Clay Culver sat beside his girlfriend in the bleachers at a high school basketball game, eating nachos and rooting for his best friend. Today, doctors aren’t sure if he’ll ever wake up again. His mom, Ellen, and younger sister, Bella, have been by his side for the last five days, and both say they’re not giving up hope that Clay will wake up.’ ”
I press my palms over my eyes. “His mom is a single mother, did you know that? And he has a little sister and a girlfriend, did you know that? Maddie is his girlfriend’s name. She was on the news last night. She’s on the swim team and she got all her teammates to help collect money for Clay and his mom. I mean, they need it. His mom hasn’t been able to work.”
Justin sighs and sits down beside me, leaning his back against my bed. “What’s your point, Jenkins?”
I drop my hands and stare at him. “We didn’t know any of those things about him. What kind of doctors are we?”
“Not psychiatrists or therapists. We took a complete family history. His parents’ marital status, his dating life, and his siblings were of no concern to us.”
That’s something I would have said … before. Before Marshall. I shake my head in protest. “Don’t you feel responsible? Don’t you feel guilty? We’re the ones that delivered the diagnosis. We’re the ones that saw him first in the ER.”
“I feel disappointed. I feel sad. But guilty? No,” Justin says. “You’re right. We told the family that the kid’s diabetic. We provided education on his disease and referred him to an endocrinologist.”
“It wasn’t enough. We should have followed up.” I swallow the lump in my throat I’ve been fighting for days now, my voice wavering. “We should have kept him in the hospital until he was mentally ready to handle his diagnosis.”
“What happened to your logical reasoning skills? I don’t even know you anymore.” Justin stares at me, half in wonder and half in disgust. “First of all, we were interns, Isabel. Our attending physicians hold all the responsibility. Second, that’s not even true, because really his mom is responsible for this. I don’t care if she’s all by herself and has fifty babies—it was her job to make sure he took his insulin, checked his blood sugar. Even if she was scared shitless when we came in that room to tell her the bad news, it was her job to stay calm, to let her kid throw a dozen things around the room and then tell him he’s going to be okay. If he was my kid, I would have locked him in his room, held him down, and given him the shots myself if it meant he would live.” He releases an angry breath. “That was her fucking job and she screwed it up. Not us.”
I wipe away the tears that spilled down my cheeks, grateful that Justin doesn’t seem to be acknowledging them. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I can’t see any of these things, I can’t feel their effects, and then suddenly I’m feeling them all at once. I want to send this long report to O’Reilly recommending follow-ups on all the patients I may have diagnosed and left in despair. Why am I like this? Why—”
I stop talking because I know if I continue, a sob will escape, followed by another, and the silent tears and runny nose in Justin’s presence are bad enough. An uncomfortable silence falls between us until he finally clears his throat and says, “Why aren’t we friends? You’d think with the very small percentage of people that have IQs as high as ours, we’d have some kind of companionship, some kind of desire to bond together, as minorities often do.”
“You’re not as smart as me.” I wipe my nose on my sleeve and force myself to admit the real truth out loud. “And you’re different. People like you. You know how to connect, how to interact. How to be at their level.”
“Exactly,” he says with a nod. “I went to regular school until I was fifteen. Did you know that?”
I shake my head. I guess I only really knew how old Justin was when he started med school. But then again, he did mention middle school and high school PE the other day.
“I’ve read tons of books on gifted kids, and you know what happens to almost all highly gifted children when you leave them in an educational environment with their same-age peers?”
“They get beat up? Teased? They piss teachers off?” I suggest, remembering vividly my one week of kindergarten.
“Well, yeah, that does happen. But after having enough time to adapt, those kids—kids like us—mimic the behaviors of their peers and teachers. And we’re quick learners, so we catch on, sometimes in as little as a month or two. When you think about it, it’s no different from a kid who speaks a different language at home. Switching back and forth becomes instinctive. By the time I got to middle school, I knew exactly what I could talk about with each person I interacted with. I knew their intellectual level, I knew their interests.” He glances at me. “You never got to do that. And I think that was a mistake.”
“Probably.” I lean my head back and study the ceiling. “Is this conversation weirding you out as much as it is me? Because I like us fighting and competing much better, I think.”
Justin sighs with relief. “Thank God we agree. I had to muster up some niceness to get what I want from you.”
I laugh despite my grim mood. “I knew it. Okay, let’s hear it. Why are you really here?”
“I want you to work with me,” he says. “I told Dr. James I’d come and extricate you from your rock-bottom mental state and cart you in for emergency therapy and hopefully get O’Reilly to put you on the schedule. You and me, we push each other. It works. It really works, and you know it.”
He stands up and reaches a hand out to help me up, but I pull my knees to my chest and press my face against my jeans, groaning loudly in frustration. “I don’t know … I don’t know what I want to do anymore. It’s all screwed up. I can’t separate the logical from the emotional. I can’t make a good decision.”
“That’s what therapy is for.” He sticks his hand closer, trying to coerce me off this bedroom floor. “After my dad died, I went to therapy for a while. It’s not a big deal. Maybe it helps and maybe it doesn’t, but regardless, people are more concerned with those who need it and aren’t getting it.”
Finally I place my hand in his, letting him pull me up to my feet. But I can’t let the thirty-seven patients go. I’m not ready to release myself from that responsibility. I end up gathering all the charts and tossing them into a box to bring along. Before we leave my room, Justin spots the shattered phone on my desk and scoops up the pieces. “Bet you fifty bucks I can fix this.”
My stomach twists just thinking about the messages that have accumulated in the last forty-eight hours, but I force the thought from my head and say, “Make it a hundred.”

@IsabelJenkinsMD: Myth—Asperger’s is an emotional disorder. Fact—it’s a neurological and genetic disorder.
“All right, number twenty-three.” I yank a bright yellow binder from the bottom of a pile on the coffee table in the office of Dr. Winifred James, Ph.D. “Harold Stineman, age forty-two. I diagnosed him with chronic pancreatitis last February. I didn’t record in his chart whether he had any children. But I searched the system and there are two males, ages seven and nine, who share an insurance policy number but not the same household address. So I figure he must be split from the children’s mother. He was seen three months ago in the clinic with typical symptoms of his disease. When given two choices of medication to treat pain and nausea, he replied by saying he didn’t care which one. That’s in the chart. The resident who treated him documented that. The apathy regarding his own medical treatment could be a sign of depression, right?” I look up at Dr. James expectantly.
“It’s possible.” She’s seated in her armchair again, like the other day, but her feet are resting on the corner of the coffee table today. “Isabel, you’ve been taking me through patient charts for almost two hours now.…”
My face heats up and I begin the process of stacking the charts. “Oh, right. You probably have appointments this afternoon. Of course you have appointments.”
“The receptionist has already rescheduled all my afternoon patients today,” she says. “I have all day to listen to whatever it is you’d like to talk about. I’m just a bit confused about how all of these connect, why it’s so important to you, and what this has to do with you pushing Marshall away and not being able to face retrieving your things from school.”
I drop the binder onto the table and relax back into the couch. My back and neck are stiff, and I hadn’t even realized it until just now. “I need to make sure I haven’t screwed up with all these people like I did with Clay Culver.”
“And what does this have to do with pushing Marshall away?”
“That’s what started this whole mess of confusion and going from one extreme to another. I’m not sure I’m capable of finding a middle ground. When I got close to Marshall, everyone else sort of turned into him—I kept thinking about how they were just a version of Marshall, and …” I breathe slowly, counting to ten, and then exhaling just as slowly before speaking again. “I need to make sure these former patients are truly doing well, fix any damage I’ve done, and then make sure that I take a more holistic approach to patient treatment—without forming an attachment. There are all kinds of books and articles that I’ve completely ignored before, but they give dozens of methods for informing patients of a diagnosis in a manner that is emotionally healthy. Like, did you know if you compare a complicated surgery to the operation of a common household item, people are forty-nine percent more likely to feel at ease?”
“Do you know,” Dr. James challenges, “that physicians who show genuine empathy and even anger or frustration toward a patient’s condition have a patient cooperation rate that is nineteen percent higher than doctors who choose to remain impassive with their patients, even those who learn more than is required about their patients?”
“I haven’t read that one. What publication is that from?”
“Seventy-one percent of patients care more about an emotional connection with their doctor than they do about academic credentials or experience.”
I snort back a laugh. “Well, that’s stupid.”
“Stupid or not, obviously it’s human nature if there’s such a large majority showing that preference. Just as it’s human nature to feel guilty and responsible for deaths that, logically, you aren’t responsible for.”
Nice move, Dr. James. Well played. I thumb through another chart, not really reading anything. “I don’t think I’m ready for where me and Marshall were headed. Something’s missing. I’m off balance. Like I jumped too many steps … I went too fast. Not that I don’t want to be with him; it’s killing me not to. I just know that I’ll screw him up, and that sucks. It really sucks.”
“Okay,” she says, nodding. “That’s exactly what we need to be talking about. You’ve changed a lot recently, but there’s more change to be done and you have to take it in baby steps or you’ll hit these emotional bottoms that will set you back.”
I drop my head into my hands for a moment, then look up at her, desperate, hopeful. “You have a plan? You think you can really help me?”
She gives me a tiny smile. “I do and I can.”
For the first time in maybe forever, I feel like I can hand over control. Not just that, but that I’m better off handing it over. I don’t have to shoulder all of this on my own. Which is what my whole life has felt like, if I’m being completely honest. I’ve always been the one who knew the most, who won all the arguments, and winning arguments means you have to own those choices.
A few tears leak from the corner of my eyes. I wipe them away quickly, but before leaving this office, I make sure to mumble a thank-you. I still feel raw, empty, and lonely, but at least I don’t feel crazy. She wouldn’t clear me to work if I was crazy. That’s a tiny bit of hope I can cling to like a lifeline.
I’m walking the halls again, not sure where I want to be. O’Reilly’s probably expecting me to pay him a visit at some point. To tell him I’ll work again. And I will.
But right now, my feet are leading me to the third floor. To Clay Culver’s room. I spot a woman lying on a cot in the room next door, sound asleep, and recognize his mom immediately. And there are at least eight teenagers in the third-floor waiting room, several of them engaged in a card game, like they’ve been hanging out for hours.
I review his chart and see that his vitals have declined since last Friday. He’s showing no brain activity. He can’t breathe on his own. But when I walk into his room, he looks the same as he did a few days ago. I take a deep breath, unable to shed the weight of all the articles I’ve read about this kid, all the clips from local news stations.
I busy myself untangling his IV line, not sure what I’m even doing in here, and then I start talking. “My mom thinks you’re going to wake up. She really believes that. But she’s a biology teacher. And I’m a licensed physician and I say you’re not going to wake up. Parents aren’t perfect. They can screw us up a lot. They can ignore things that are right under their noses. But that doesn’t mean they don’t care.
“Your mom hated that you were sick. She hated seeing you suffer, the idea that you’d have to live the rest of your life with this potentially deadly disease … but Justin’s right, she screwed up. Big-time. But maybe she was in denial, like you were. Maybe this mistake will make her fix five more just like it. Maybe this mistake is going to save us from world destruction in fifty years, like some kind of bizarre butterfly effect.” I grip the railing of the bed so hard my knuckles turn white. My face is completely wet with tears, and my nose is running. “I’m going to be a surgeon, just like I planned, and I’m gonna remember this. I’m gonna remember you lying in this bed, your brain completely fried from oxygen deprivation, and I’m going to envision every patient I treat or operate on in their own diabetic coma, with their girlfriends and moms upset, and I’ll figure out how to make sure that doesn’t happen. So this sucks for you, but you’re going to have to be that person for me.”
I lift my shirt up to my face and wipe the tears away, then walk out of Clay Culver’s room and head for the chief’s office.


Chapter 27
Izzy,
I’ve sent too many texts to count and since you haven’t replied, I’m trying email instead. I’m sorry for everything I said over Thanksgiving break. I don’t think you’re warped or twisted. I don’t think you’re anything but amazing. I was scared and hurt and angry and I needed to hurt you back and that was wrong. No matter what happens between us, I need you to know that I was wrong. I understand if you don’t want to reply, but I do hope you read this and that you believe me.
Happy New Year,
Marsh
P.S. My final grade in Anatomy was a B-.
P.P.S. I still miss you.
“Clay Culver’s funeral was this morning, correct?”
I nod to Dr. James from my seat on the window ledge in her office. “Who has a funeral on New Year’s Eve?”
“I doubt the family had any other plans for the holiday,” she says wryly. “How was it?”
I shrug. “Weird. Kind of idealistic and melodramatic. I’ve never been to a funeral before, so I guess I don’t have anything to compare it to. But personally, I don’t get why people put themselves through it.”
“Routine and closure,” she recites, and then, like always, she shifts subjects on me so abruptly I can hardly keep up. “You’re training three interns now. Are you enjoying that?”
“They talk about me.” I bring my knees up to my chest, hugging them. “The resident they were with before was nearly thirty. I’ve walked up behind them in the break room and overheard all kinds of things, like how their new resident can’t buy alcohol and how I was probably still in a training bra when they went to college.”
“Those are all true statements.”
“I guess.”
“But you wanted something different from the experience?” she suggests. “You had expectations?”
My eyes drift from the traffic below to Dr. James. “Yeah, I did. I kind of hoped it would be more of a peer relationship. They’re basically me a year ago, right? I know what it feels like to have that honeymoon excitement coupled with the complete terror of screwing up and pissing off an attending or resident.”
“Sometimes we don’t form bonds with people like us. Sometimes those bonds come about from unexpected sources.”
I lean my cheek against the ice-cold window, feeling the weight of how true that statement is. My mind drifts to the email I read this morning. The email I still haven’t replied to. “I could talk to him, you know?”
“Marshall?” she guesses. Damn therapist powers.
“Yeah, and even before things got—”
“Romantic?” Instead of leaving long, gaping silences between her questions and my answers, like she does most of the time, she’s finishing my sentences. This only seems to happen whenever we discuss Marshall.
“After I’d known him for only a week, I explained my need for answers, and he got it. He really got it. He wasn’t just pretending to understand me. And then we really worked hard for the next step, and now it seems like it was all for nothing.”
“Every relationship serves an important purpose even if it doesn’t last forever,” she says, “Even your relationships with your college professor and with Dr. Martin, though failed and unhealthy. Because of those, you knew what you didn’t want when you were with Marshall. And you knew why.”
We’ve talked a ton about Sam and Justin over the past few weeks. Next to Marshall, these are her favorite topics. I’m not sure at what point in the therapeutic process we’ll begin talking about actual patients. Well, besides Clay Culver. He’s up there among the top five most-discussed topics during Izzy Jenkins’s therapy sessions.
“I guess that’s true, but why am I not happy?” I ask.
“Because whether you were romantically involved or not, Marshall was your friend. And no offense to you, but I don’t think you’ve had many of those in your life.” She scribbles something on a blank sheet of paper on top of the folder in her lap. “So what I’m really trying to say is that you’re not happy because you miss him.”
“He sent me an email this morning,” I admit, though before the session began I had told myself not to mention this.
She glances up from her paper, eyebrows lifted. “And did you reply?”
My lungs deflate. “No.”
She scribbles something else on her paper. “But you miss him.”
My chest tightens, and I rub it with the heel of my hand. “I miss him.”
There, I said it.
Dr. James hands me the paper she’s just written on. I glance at the sentence she wrote:
Assignment: Reopen the line of communication with Marshall.
Since Thanksgiving she’s given me many one-sentence assignments: Express a personal story to a patient that relates to the patient’s fear or diagnosis. Or Have lunch with a colleague and discuss anything but medicine. Tell your parents one of your fears and how you wished they’d helped you with it. I’m expecting to see something like Join the circus any day now. Actually, I expected her to ask me to confront my parents about what I read in my mother’s medical history—a confession I recently made to Dr. James after she assured me of full confidentiality during our sessions. But so far, that topic has stayed out of my parental conversations.
“It isn’t fair to Marshall if I just show up at his house and declare my love.”
“Do you love him?” She’s now scooted to the edge of her chair. God, her job must be boring.
I roll my eyes, trying to brush it off casually. How am I supposed to know if I love him or not? I’ve never loved anyone in that way before.
“Okay, forget that question. Forget love or a relationship. You need closure, and so does he, most likely.”
“You said open the lines, not close them,” I point out.
But she might be right. Based on Marshall’s email, it does seem like that’s what he needs. And that idea makes my chest ache even more. Maybe I’ve been denying myself closure because I subconsciously want to deny that we’re over.
Dr. James shrugs. “You might only be opening them for a short time, but it’s still important. And I’m not saying you have to prepare a speech and PowerPoint presentation. I’m saying to take one tiny step. Something. Maybe he needed your friendship as much as you need his.”
“I don’t know.” Contacting him feels wrong and complicated. Not to mention the fact that his family has probably made dartboards with my picture on them, and if any of his family members have Marshall’s aim, my face is probably covered with holes. They just want him to be happy, and so do I. I was as wrong as Marshall, probably more so, for projecting my anger and fears on him. The last thing I want to do is open those wounds again and cause him more problems.
“A text,” she suggests. “Send him a text that says, Can we talk? That’s all. Nothing about a future relationship implied in that. Just Can we talk?”
I take a breath and glance at the clock. “I have rounds with my interns in five minutes.”
“Izzy … it’s an assignment, and I expect it done by the next time we meet, understood?”
“I’ll think about it.” I’m sure I’ll obsess over it like I’ve been obsessing over that email and the idea of replying to it, but that doesn’t mean I’ll go through with it. Everything else she’s made me do thus far has been way easier than this.
But all I can think about, as I exit her office and head out into the hall to find my fledglings, is Thanksgiving night. Before everything got all fucked up. Marshall came over to my house while Mom was out shopping the early Black Friday sales with one of her work friends. We were trying to be good, and we even sat in the living room watching a movie—I mean, we’d already gotten completely naked in the on-call room earlier that day.
My eyes kept fluttering and I worked hard to keep them open during the movie. I was exhausted from being up early and cooking at the hospital all day. Marshall eventually turned the volume down on the TV and stretched us both out across the couch.
“You can close your eyes,” he whispered, pulling me against his chest. “I don’t mind.”
My nose rested against his sweater, allowing me to inhale all the familiar Marshall smells with each breath I took. “See, this is the problem with on-call rooms,” I mumbled sleepily. “You don’t get this part.”
He tightened his arms around me and pressed his lips against my temple. “Yeah, I like this part.”
We were both asleep by the time my mom got home a little after midnight, but I woke up after hearing the floors creak beneath her feet while she attempted to sneak past us. I lifted my head and then stared at Marshall, wanting nothing more than to fall back asleep with him.
His eyes opened and he leaned in, kissing me and then kissing me again until I was breathless and hot and feeling safer than I’d ever felt in my entire life. “I could do this all night,” Marshall whispered, nibbling on the end of my ear.
My hand slid under the back of his T-shirt and sweater. “Even with all these clothes between us?”
“Yes, even with our clothes on.” He tangled our limbs together and then our tongues, and I could actually feel his patience in that kiss, feel that he wasn’t planning to go anywhere, that holding me could be enough.
Thinking about that now hurts so much. I mean, I loved being with him right then, but I hadn’t realized how special that moment was. How much it represented the kind of person Marshall Collins really is, and how we’d both been brave and exposed ourselves to each other with our clothes on—which is much scarier than getting naked, I’ve learned. Do we still have that bravery, or has it gone to waste?

Two paramedics wheel a gurney into the unusually quiet ER, and after getting a glimpse of the patient, I jump up from my seat on the counter of the nurses’ station, tossing my half-eaten sandwich into the garbage.
“Let’s go.” I nod in the direction of the rolling gurney, indicating to my interns that they should follow me. “You guys wanted something interesting, right?”
“I knew it!” the guy says. “Nine at night on New Year’s Eve, and the drunks are out crashing into things.”
All of us reach for gloves and pull them over our hands. My dad must have been paged in advance, because he appears behind me. “What have we got?” he asks the paramedics.
“Forty-year-old male, crashed into a median near Lakeshore Drive, multiple chest wounds …”
I press my stethoscope to his chest and listen. “Decreased breath sounds on the left side.”
The middle-aged man stirs awake, twisting his head back and forth.
“Sir?” I lean in close “What’s his name?” I ask the paramedic.
“Larry Waltrip.”
“Mr. Waltrip?” Dad says. “Have you been drinking?”
He continues to shake his head. “I have … I have … reservations.”
“You were in a car accident,” I say. “Is there anyone we should call to let them know you’re here?”
Every muscle in his face is squeezed tight in pain, but he manages to say, “No. There’s no one to call.”
“We’ve got another victim on the way,” one of the paramedics says to me. “A woman with abdominal injuries.”
Dad looks at me. “Go—I got this one. Give me two of your interns. And page Dr. Rinehart for the new victim.”
I point to two of the interns and then grab the sleeve of the third, Dave, tugging him toward the ER doors, where our next patient will be entering at any moment. We stand outside, hopping up and down to keep warm, while we wait for the ambulance.
“God, that would suck,” my intern says. “Being forty years old, crashing your car, probably needing surgery, and having no one to call.”
“He was pretty out of it. Maybe he didn’t understand the question.” But I do understand the question. A chill that has nothing to do with the cold outside runs through me. And I don’t want to crash my car in twenty years and have no one to call.
Damn Dr. Winifred James, Ph.D., and her fucking assignments.
I hear the sirens from the approaching ambulance grow louder. I reach into my pocket, remove my phone, and bring up Marshall’s number. The ambulance backs up toward us, and before I can chicken out, I take a deep breath and type a three-word text: Can we talk?


Chapter 28
Literally sixty seconds later, my phone vibrates in my pocket. Dr. Rinehart meets us in the trauma room, sees me, and says, “Dr. Jenkins, weren’t you off two hours ago?”
I shrug. “It’s fine. I can stay.”
She shakes her head. “I’ve got this. You’ve been on sixteen hours. Leave your fledgling and go home. Or go out and do something fun.”
Right. That’s exactly what I plan to do. Not. I walk away, tossing my gloves into a hazardous waste bin and removing my phone to check the message I’ve just gotten.
R u working tonight?
My heart pounds, and beads of sweat pop up across my forehead. Marshall replied in, like, one minute. Is this a good sign? Does he still miss me? Or is he pissed off and wants to swear at me a lot in my place of employment? Whatever, I’ll take it.
Yes, in the ER. But leaving soon.
Stay there. We’ll see you in 10.
I stop after practically ramming into an old woman being wheeled in a wheelchair.
We?
I wait for another reply, but there’s nothing. Did he mean ten minutes or at ten o’clock? It’s nine-thirty, so I guess there’s not that much difference. I sniff under my armpits and then hurry off to my locker to put on deodorant and quickly brush my teeth. Not that I’m planning on making out with him after weeks of abrupt silence. I just need to feel confident in my appearance or I’ll be distracted by the conversation.
As I’m heading back to the ER, my hands shaking from both nerves and anticipation, it occurs to me how much I’m aching to hear his voice again. To brush my thumbs across his cheek and feel the sexy stubble that always seems to be there. I’m dying to tell him about the man with no one to call and make sure he knows that no matter what, when he’s forty and injured in the ER, he can call me. He can always call me.
Is this what love is?
“Hey, honey, what happened to your patient?” Dad is standing near the ER doors, wearing his street clothes.
“Rinehart cut me. She caught me past fourteen hours,” I explain. “What happened to your patient? He needs surgery, right?”
“Same as you. O’Reilly cut me off. I’ve been here nineteen hours.”
We both stand there in an awkward silence, and then Dad finally says, “You want to go get dinner or something? It’s New Year’s Eve, after all.”
“I can’t.” My eyes stay focused on the doors. It’s been eleven minutes. “I’m meeting someone.”
“Oh.” Surprise fills his voice. “Anyone I know?”
I bite my lower lip. “Marshall. I told him I wanted to talk, and he said he’d be here in ten minutes.”
“Okay, well … that’s good, I guess,” he says tentatively. He’s probably being careful not to cause another emotional breakdown. “But how is he getting here in ten minutes?” I shrug. “Maybe he’s in the neighborhood.”
The doors finally slide open, and the first person I spot is Marshall’s brother, Jesse, who appears to be supporting Marshall’s weight. Or at least half of it. On his other side is Shirtless Carson. Kelsey runs in front of them, her phone pressed to her ear. “Izzy! Thank God!”
I’m frozen for what feels like an hour, but it’s probably one or two seconds, as I process what’s going on: (1) the fact that “we” meant Jesse, Kelsey, and Carson, and (2) the fact that something is very wrong with Marshall.
“Need help here?” one of my interns asks … Bridget. I need to call her by her name. “Dr. Jenkins?” she asks again.
Of course both Dad and I reply, but it pulls me out of my haze and I rush forward in time to see Marshall try to shake off Jesse and Carson.
“What happened?” I ask them.
“He was fine,” Jesse says. “Not perfect, but good enough to go out tonight.”
“And then he started puking and couldn’t stop for like an hour,” Kelsey breaks in, her face flushed, her eyes wide with fear.
Dad snaps his magic attending-physician fingers and gets a gurney wheeled up almost instantly.
“This isn’t a military hospital,” Carson says. “Is he allowed to be here?”
“Shut the fuck up,” Kelsey snaps at him. “We keep telling you it’s a fucking hour away. What if he’s fucking dying?”
We’ve just wheeled him into an available trauma room and Marshall is on his side, clutching his stomach, his eyes squeezed shut. I take a deep breath and tune out the panicked escorts, then rest a shaking hand on Marsh’s back. “Was there blood when you vomited?”
He shakes his head, and then I notice his teeth chattering. I gently guide him onto his back, moving my fingers over his stomach. “Abdomen is swollen.”
“Bridget,” I say to my intern. “Go schedule a CT—”
“Wait.” A nurse shuffles up with her clipboard. “You need a blood panel and history before you do a CT. And before that, I need some information to admit him.”
I blow out a frustrated breath, remove Marshall’s wallet from the pocket of his jeans, and slap it into the nurse’s hand. “Information.” I point to Jesse. “Brother.”
Dad gives her a nod, and she walks away scowling and dragging Jesse with her. I try not to think about the fact that it’s really not a good idea to get on the nurses’ bad side. They’re basically the spokes on this hospital’s wheel. But this is Marshall …
“So, yes to the CT … or should I do the IV and blood work?” Bridget asks.
“Yes to the CT,” I practically growl at her. “Damn, I should not have to repeat myself.”
Dad is now pressing on Marshall’s stomach while Marshall covers his face, probably not wanting any grown men to see him hurting. I push the sweaty hair off Marshall’s forehead, lean over, and say in a whisper, “I’m going to get an IV started, okay?”
He drops his hands and looks at me, holding my gaze for a long moment. “I missed you.”
I sigh and nod at the same time, quickly swiping away a loose tear before anyone sees. “Me too.”
It takes me only a minute to get his IV started. Dad’s listening to his chest and abdomen with a stethoscope. Marshall rolls his face toward me. “I can’t drink the contrast. Last time they made me—”
I attach a bag of fluids to the IV line and then squeeze his hand. “I know. It’s okay. We’ll inject you.”
He closes his eyes and nods. “Thank you.”
Bridget skids back into the trauma room. “CT says they need blood work first.”
“Tell them to go screw themselves.”
“Isabel,” Dad warns.
I bite back anger. “Fine. Tell them we’re coming anyway.” There’s a new nurse beside me now. I turn to her and say quietly, “Go ahead and book an OR.”
She looks at me like I’ve gone crazy, and I can tell she’s sifting through nurse protocol in her head, trying to decide how best to handle crazy residents. “Who exactly is performing this surgery?”
“I don’t know yet,” I snap. “But I can tell you we’re going to end up there, and we might as well get the room prepped.”
“You haven’t even taken the patient’s history—”
“I already know his history!”
“Isabel Jenkins, what the hell are you doing?” Dr. Rinehart has just walked up behind the nurse, still sporting blood from the last patient. The nurse turns around and begins the process of stripping Rinehart of her bloody covers and gloves and replacing them with new ones.
“Thank you!” I lift my hands up. “See? We have a surgeon.”
“Since when do you book CTs, let alone operating rooms, without admitting the patient and getting a history?” She snaps her fingers at Bridget. “List the possible causes of acute abdominal pain.”
“Appendicitis,” she says.
“It’s a small bowel obstruction,” I interrupt. We don’t have time and I don’t have the patience for a lesson. I grab the chart from the nurse and begin scribbling all the information I know about Marshall’s medical history, which is pretty much everything. This is normally a nurse’s job, but I’m faster than any of them would be.
Rinehart rolls her eyes, but she doesn’t ignore my claim, either, and I’m guessing that’s partially because Dad is here and hasn’t uttered a word of protest. “Marshall, what’s your pain level?”
She’s busy examining his stomach, so I lean in and touch my mouth to his ear. “Don’t be Superman, okay?”
“Nine,” he says with a groan. “No … ten.”
Rinehart takes the chart from my hands and reads it quickly. “Dr. Jenkins, how do you know this isn’t just pain from a flare-up?”
“I’ve seen him during a flare-up, and this is fifty times worse. Trust me, please,” I plead with her.
She exchanges looks with Dad as if they’ve discussed me when I wasn’t around. “The boyfriend?” she mouths with her back to Marshall. And Dad nods.
At least I didn’t have to say it out loud—or, worse, say that he’s my ex-boyfriend. Only he doesn’t feel like an ex-anything right now.
We all wait in anticipation until finally Rinehart turns to the nurse. “Draw blood.” Then she says to Bridget, “Tell CT to wake their asses up because we’re coming. And we’ll probably move quicker than the lab. And book an OR.”
Marshall hears all this, and his face goes even paler. But he says nothing. I squeeze his hand again. “Hey … I’m gonna have Kelsey call your parents, okay? Jesse’s going to be tied up answering a lot of questions, and he’s probably not had a chance.”
He blows air out of his cheeks. “Yeah, okay.”
Two transport staff show up right then and quickly wheel Marshall away to get his CT scan. I start to follow, but Dad grabs my shoulders and forces me to sit down in a chair. The second I do, the rush of adrenaline shifts and I’m seeing spots in front of my eyes.
“Take a second and catch your breath, okay?” he says. “In a little while you’ll be grateful you did.”
I rest my elbows on my knees and drop my head into my hands. I see Kelsey’s feet approach.
“So call his parents?” she asks. “He really didn’t want us to earlier, so Jesse held off. He thought maybe he’d get some pain meds and be fine.”
My body has already begun to stabilize, to adjust itself back to normal. I lift my head and try to keep the fear out of my face. “He’s not fine. I know he’ll need surgery. We’re just going through the motions now.”
Kelsey sits down beside me and rubs my back with one hand. “We were at a club downtown and he was miserable, but it was just like you said—he never wants to ruin anyone’s fun.”
I look at her and try to say I’m sorry for everything. I don’t even know if there’s anything to be sorry for except not telling her I was leaving school. But instead I say, “Thank you for bringing him here. If I had to drive all the way up to the military hospital and sit back and watch them take their sweet time figuring out what’s wrong with him, I would have gone nuts.”
“You’re welcome,” she says, standing up and holding her phone in one hand. “Me and Carson will go make that call, and we’ll wait for his parents and Jesse, okay? And you go make sure they don’t kill him.”
I sniff and wipe away a few more tears, laughing at the same time. “That I can do.”
“I’ll hang out around here,” Dad says. “I can translate when his parents get here.”
When I get to the CT area, Rinehart is talking with the technicians, and Marshall is in the holding area. I move toward him, and relief washes over him the second he sees me. I brush more sweat from his forehead with my sleeve. “So you’ve done this before? You know how the machine works?”
He nods. “What’s wrong with me? I’ve been quiet because I didn’t want to interfere. You know what you’re doing. But seriously … explain.”
I rest my hand on his cheek like I’d wanted to do before he even walked through the doors. “There’s a blockage in your small intestine. It’s keeping anything from passing through and it’s stretching and pulling—that’s why you’re in so much pain. But I know how you handle pain, so this might be a little bit more than a blockage. Maybe there’s also a tear in your intestine. There’s a lump on your abdomen and that gives a sense of the location, but I don’t know what caused the blockage. It could be adhesions from your previous surgeries or from inflammation.”
“I’m trying to be cool about this, but I’m seriously freaked out.” He reaches up and brushes a tear off my cheek that I hadn’t even felt. I seem to be doing a lot more crying ever since I started therapy. “And you’re crying, so that’s freaking me out even more.”
I pull my face together and straighten up. “I’m sorry. I’m just happy to see you, but not happy to see you like this. I’m sorry.”
“Hey, it’s all right. I’ve been going crazy being away from you, not talking.”
I let the technicians take him inside the CT room. I head over to Rinehart and we both stand there for several minutes waiting for images to pop up.
When they do, she swears under her breath and I hold mine, feeling the fear and light-headedness all over again. “Good call, Dr. Jenkins. We’re going to the OR like five minutes ago.”
I grab her sleeve, shaking off the shock. “Can I scrub in?”
She pauses. “Think you can handle it?”
“Yes,” I lie.

When I emerge from the operating room a couple of hours later, my thoughts are so heavily focused on all the people waiting anxiously for an update that I head for the family area without cleaning up at all. Everything on my entire body is shaking and weak.
Both Marshall’s mom and his youngest sister, Allie, scream when they see me. “Oh my God, she’s bloody … oh my God, oh my God,” Tracy mutters over and over again.
My dad stands up, his eyebrows lifted like he’s been sitting here for hours trying to keep their minds off horrific hypothetical outcomes. I quickly ball up the mask and the bloody cover over my scrubs, handing them off to a nurse nearby. “He’s okay,” I say.
I give them a second to absorb that and be relieved before explaining the complications. “There was a tear in his intestines, and it leaked bacteria into the abdomen. He lost a lot of blood … and Dr. Rinehart had to perform an ileostomy.”
Marshall’s mom gasps. “You took his colon?”
I look to my dad and he immediately jumps into a sympathetic and very thorough explanation of this surgery despite the fact that this isn’t his field of expertise. Jesse stands beside me and squeezes my shoulder.
“Dude, you were badass,” he says to me. “Do you have ten pairs of balls or something? I was crying like a baby out here.”
I shake my head. “I don’t think I’ve ever been that scared in my life. I’m seriously ready to fall over.”
“Wait a minute … you put a hole in his stomach and he’s got a shit bag?” Marshall’s dad says.
That’s my cue to leave and get the real surgeon. “I’m gonna go see if he’s awake yet.”
The lights in the recovery room are slightly dimmed in this late hour. I stop when I hear Dr. Rinehart talking quietly and see that Marshall’s eyes are open. “You’re lucky you came here and didn’t go all the way to Great Lakes; I’m not sure you would have survived that long. It would have been a much bigger mess for that naval surgeon to clean up.”
“So this is the surgery Izzy told me I was probably going to have to have, right? With the reservoir in the intestines or whatever it’s called?” Marshall’s speech is slurred from the anesthesia, but he seems to know what he’s saying. “I can’t believe I’ve got a poop bag on my stomach.”
“I know it’s a lot to take in, but the surgery was laparoscopic, and we’ve started you on antibiotics to prevent complications from the bacteria that leaked into your abdomen. You’ll have a quick recovery,” Rinehart says. “You can go back to school for the start of the second semester. The bag will fit under your clothes, so no one will see it. And in three months I can reverse this surgery for you—no more bag—and you’ll be feeling better than you have in years. It was a very bad day, but this is a good direction for you now, okay?”
“No missing a semester? I’ll stay on schedule to graduate next year?”
“Yes and yes.” She stands up and pats him on the leg. “I’m going to go tell your family the good news and let them know you’re awake.”
I stop her before she walks out and whisper, “Don’t bring them back right away.”
“Got it.”
My forehead is sticky with sweat and I’m a complete mess, but I head toward Marshall anyway. His face brightens when he sees me. “These are some good drugs they gave me. I don’t feel any pain.”
“Good.” I try to smile, but instead I rest my head on his leg, careful to avoid his midsection.
“Are you okay?” He shifts a bit, then groans and instead reaches a hand over to touch my hair. “I can’t believe you were in there looking at my insides.”
I turn my face, pressing it against the blanket, and finally I let myself cry for real, not the stray tears that drip from my eyes now and then.
“Izzy …?” Marshall continues stroking my hair. Either he’s calm from the drugs or he gets that I just need to cry. I mean, he’s right—I did just look at his insides.
After a couple of minutes, I lift my head and drag my sleeve over my face. “You almost died.”
“I know, Dr. Rinehart told me about the infection and the tear and my missing colon.”
“No … it was so much worse than that. Like blood on the ground and shock paddles … and … I think I decided that I don’t want to be a surgeon right now … and …” I inhale. “And I love you.”
His eyes are wide, so I know he’s not that drugged up. His mouth falls open but nothing comes out.
I wipe my eyes again. “Say something.”
He shakes his head. “Sorry, I’m just … I’m … I love you, too, Izzy. I almost called you a thousand times to say that, and I almost texted you those words like a hundred thousand times. But I knew you had some things to work out, and I want you to be okay and happy, and I made it more complicated—”
I touch my fingers to his lips and then lean in and kiss him. “I could be a PE teacher. I’d make a good PE teacher, I think.”
He laughs. “No, you would be a terrible PE teacher. But you can stay here with me tonight and we’ll make a list of all the non-surgery-related things you can do for a little while. Or maybe you should just, you know, hang out and be nineteen. Or be a non-serious doctor. Podiatry—what’s so serious about feet? That’s got to be low stress, right?”
I glance at the heart monitor beside his head and then force his shoulders all the way back against the pillow. “Relax. You need to rest. We’ve got plenty of time to figure everything else out. And I probably will become a surgeon; I’m just in shock. Plus I’m nineteen, so there’s time.”
He lifts up my palm and kisses it. “Thanks for saving my life.”


 
 
 
 
Eight Months Later
“So there you have it,” I say, turning away from the projection screen and facing the lecture hall full of first-year med students. “After that analysis of holistic treatment versus standard treatment in patients with chronic illness, it’s clear that the holistic approach has a significantly higher success rate and results in less surgical intervention and less need for medication.”
A hand belonging to a guy in the front row shoots up into the air. I nod, giving him permission to speak. “But you haven’t given us any specifics as to what’s involved in this so-called holistic approach.”
“Well … that’s what we’ll be spending an entire semester discussing. This is a studentled research and independent study course, so I don’t have all the answers for you,” I say, then add, just because I know they’ve been gossiping already, “And it’s also partly because I’m not even twenty years old, so unlike many of your other professors, I don’t have years of data compiled for you. We’re going to have to work together.”
Of the sixty or so students signed up for this course, the majority either have blank stares or look completely petrified at the idea of a class that isn’t tightly structured, but I can’t really help them with that issue. A few, the C students most likely, look intrigued by the flexibility and surprises to come.
“Wait,” a girl in the second row interrupts. “This isn’t some convoluted university ploy to get us all to give up real medicine and go into psych, is it? When you say holistic, is this a mind-body thing?”
There are many grumbles throughout the room. All I can do is grin and say, “Guess you’ll just have to wait and see.”
“You are a real doctor, right?”
“Technically, I’m a first-year resident—almost a second-year—but I’ve been consulting with diagnostics at Johns Hopkins for the past eight months. I’ve assisted in one hundred and seventy-eight surgeries and performed thirty solo surgeries,” I recite, trying not to yawn. “Does that help?”
Before I can study any reactions from the room, a door opens in the back of the lecture hall and I see Marshall slide inside and lean against the wall. I catch his eye and smile.
I clap my hands together. “Any more questions?”
“Professor Jenkins?”
My head snaps to the far left side of the lecture hall. I hadn’t really anticipated what it would be like to be called by that title. Weird—that’s how it feels. “Yes?”
“If you’re teaching, how are you still performing surgeries?”
“Many of those I did as an intern; now I’m only treating patients a few days a week, not to exceed twenty-five hours.” Per my therapist’s recommendation, but I decide to leave that out considering the already looming fear of a psych invasion in the room.
The nosy guy in the front with the hyperactive hand speaks up again. “Why is that?”
I catch Marshall’s eye again and decide to proceed with honesty. We do have to spend an entire semester together discussing the benefits of building patient relationships, so we might as well start the process of getting cozy. “Because I’m nineteen.”
The guy in front looks like he wants to say more, but I cut him off before he can. “That’s enough for today. On Wednesday we’re meeting in the hospital pediatric wing. I have several patients prepped and ready for your small-group interviews.”
As soon as they start filing out of the room, I can finally let out the sigh of relief I’ve been looking forward to for the last 120 minutes, ever since class began. I’m not like Marshall; the teaching thing is more unnerving than appealing.
Speaking of Marshall …
He heads in my direction the second the last student exits, a big grin on his face. I haven’t seen him for three weeks because he’s been at NIU taking classes. And now, as of tomorrow, he’ll be a student teacher at Evanston Middle School for the rest of the semester. Sharing my apartment … sharing my bed …
Yes, I’ve been looking forward to this.
He catches me around the waist and lifts me up onto the desk, assessing my outfit. “What is this costume? It’s like hot professor ready to study after hours. I’m in love.”
I laugh and shake my head. I’m kind of in love with his gym shorts and tight T-shirt, too, so we’re both getting a treat today. I reach behind me and click my laptop, making the screen go blank.
Marshall slides a hand under the back of my shirt and leans closer to kiss me. “Can we make out on this desk while I call you Professor Jenkins?”
My heart picks up speed and I wrap my legs around his waist, taking extra care not to poke him in the back with my heels. “There’s another class in here—”
We both freeze when a door in the back opens. Then we hear, “Oh, shit! Sorry … I’ll come back.”
I snort back a laugh. “Eager student trying to get in the front row.” I pull Marshall’s mouth to mine and kiss him hard, like I’d imagined doing for the past few weeks. “Two choices …”
“I’m listening.” His lips linger against mine for a moment and then move to my neck, trailing kisses up and down.
“We can either go into my office, which is about a hundred feet away, and lock the door …”
“Or?”
I comb my fingers through the back of his hair and sigh. “Or we can go back to our apartment, which is a fifteen-minute train ride away.”
Marshall pulls back and holds my face in his hands. “As much as I love the sound of our apartment … I’m leaning toward the option that’s a hundred feet away. What about you?”
I shove him aside, hop off the desk, and gather my leather bag and laptop, showing him my answer.
He follows me toward the door but grabs my arm before reaching my office. “You don’t have a TA in here or anything, right? ’Cause that might be awkward.”
I laugh while unlocking the door, and then I pull him inside, relocking it behind me. “You can be my TA.”
My body gets lifted onto another desk, and Marshall’s already working through the buttons on my blouse. “No problem,” he whispers, sliding the shirt off my shoulders and revealing my black lacy bra—a Marshall Collins–approved undergarment. “I’ll type up a detailed report on your holistic approach to my recovery from two recent surgeries. The techniques you used were completely cutting-edge.”
Despite the fact that we’re alone, my face flushes at the mention of all the one-on-one attention I gave Marshall post-op. I won’t go into details, but let’s just say that costumes were involved along with other various props, and even a few different accents.
I reach down and catch the hem of his T-shirt, pulling it over his head and tossing it to the floor. Marshall drops to his knees in front of me and kisses every inch of bare skin on my stomach, making his way slowly toward my breasts. “Professor Jenkins, how much extra credit will I get for—”
I cover his mouth with one hand, trying hard not to laugh too loudly. “These walls are thin and there are offices on both sides.”
He lifts his head, staring up at me with those beautiful blue eyes. “Well, in that case, I think we should go back to our apartment.”
My eyebrows shoot up. “You sure?”
I watch his forehead wrinkle, and then he finally nods, giving me a roll of the eyes at the same time. “Wouldn’t want you to get a reputation, right? Everyone will be lined up at the door with their ear pressed against it.”

Marshall doesn’t even take a moment to look around the apartment, which he hasn’t seen since it was bare and being shown to us by a real estate agent. I think he likes to get as much use out of his muscles as possible, because my feet keep leaving the ground, and not by choice.
Finally, after tossing me onto the bed … our bed … he takes a second to look around the room. “I like this burgundy and blue color scheme.”
“Your sisters picked it out.” Tracy and Renee went shopping with me to do some of the decorating last week after the furniture was delivered.
“They have good taste,” he mumbles between kissing me and removing various articles of clothing. “I missed you like crazy. I can’t even think about next semester.”
I help him kick his shorts onto the floor and then roll on top of him. “Then don’t think about it.” I sit up, straddling him, while he reaches behind my back to unhook my bra. I drag a finger over his chest and down his stomach, tracing the red, circular scar that, for three months of his life, was an opening that attached to a colostomy bag, an object that seemed to rob Marshall of his ability to be, well, Marshall—someone who lives for activity and vibrant levels of energy. He’s got all that back now and is fully recovered.
He catches my hand and brings it to his lips. “I missed you,” he says again.
“I missed you, too.” I slip my bra from my shoulders and stretch out on top of him again. “I won’t be able to handle it if you don’t get a teaching job close by next year. You will, right?”
He smiles and tucks my hair away from my face. “Are you getting clingy on me, Izzy?” he teases, though I can hear from his tone that he likes this.
“Maybe.” I let him roll me over and hover above, ready to engage in some physical activity. “I make a ton of money at this professor gig. We could both take next year off and go globe-trotting …”
Marshall kisses me and then pulls back. “Now I know you’re desperate to keep me nearby if you’re bringing up leaving the country.”
“Maybe,” I say again, and then his arms are around me and I’m clinging to him in a whole different way, breathless and completely consumed by so many different kinds of connections—the physical joining of our bodies, the emotional connection, hearing Marshall whisper “I love you” in my ear while making love.
I try not to think about what could lie ahead for him, for his health, for us. Because my own future is just as scary as his, just as scarred by my past as his.
But one thing I do know for sure is that no matter what, my future is entwined with his.
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Z
I’m halfway up the mountain on the magic carpet when it hits me that it’s dark. Really dark, not just getting dark. Which sucks because it means I’m done. That was the last run. No more boarding tonight since all of the good runs close down once it hits full dark.
Normally that’s not a problem—I’ve been out here for seven hours already and my body could use a break, especially since my toes started going numb over an hour ago.
But tonight I’m not ready to go in. Not now, when my skin feels itchy and too tight and my brain is spinning with the need to forget—
I cut the thought off as I exit the ski lift at the top of the mountain and unhook my gear. Instead I concentrate on unbuckling my board and checking the screws at the bottom of it to make sure there’s no damage. I totally barged that last run—which was banging at the time—but I carved the last few rails hard. My board took most of the impact, and I want to make sure it’s still solid.
Turns out it is, and I’m just sliding it into the equipment rack to the right of the lift when Cam steps onto the snow behind me. She’s as excited as I’ve ever seen her. “Dude, that last run was wicked! I’ve never seen you do that inverted triple cork before.”
“That’s ’cuz there are too many gaffers around here to get in the way.” The last thing I need is to get tangled up with a tourist who doesn’t know what he’s doing—that’s how shit turns ugly, fast. But today I couldn’t stop myself from busting out. From the second I woke up this morning there’s been this force building inside me, pressing down on my chest until I feel like I’m drowning. On days like this, taking it out on the powder is the only way I can breathe.
But the run’s shutting down—Cam was the last one up—and the feeling’s back, worse than before. I’m standing here, wind kicking up, fresh air all around me, and still I’m suffocating.
Beside me, Cam dumps her stuff next to mine, then heads for the bench where we normally wait for Lucas and Ash to finish up at the half-pipe. I follow her, but the second I sit down next to her the itchiness gets worse. As does the throbbing at the base of my neck.
Nope, sitting here in the dark, waiting, isn’t going to do it for me tonight. Maybe if I’d brought some weed to mellow me out, but my stash is at home. When I’d left the house this morning, I’d told myself I could handle it. That today was just another day.
What a fucking joke that is. I feel like I’m going to explode.
I start to stand up again, to pace off the energy that’s slamming at me from the inside, but Cam stops me with a hand on my arm. “I’m serious. That trick was freakin’ amazing. How long have you been working on it?”
“I don’t know.”
“You probably started trying to do it yesterday.” She shakes her head, looks disgusted. “I’ve been trying to do a 900—any kind of 900—for months now, and we both know how well that’s going.”
I bite my tongue to keep from pointing out that she’s a girl—that no matter how strong she is and no matter how much she practices, I’m going to be able to do things she can’t. Not because I’m a better boarder, because I’m not. She’s totally sick on a snowboard. But testosterone is just one of those things. I’m physically stronger than her, so I can catch bigger air, do more complicated tricks.
“I’m serious,” she continues. “One of these days I’m going to figure out how to do that move.”
“No doubt.”
“Hey.” She punches my shoulder. “Don’t patronize me.”
“Do I look like I’m in the mood to patronize anyone?” Right now, the pressure’s so bad I can barely talk, barely breathe.
“So are you doing okay?” she asks, laying a hand on my arm.
“Yeah. Course I am. Totally solid.” I shrug her hand away, and now I do stand up. Pretend I’m fascinated watching the resort workers do all the routine tasks that come with closing up one of the black diamond runs.
But Cam’s not buying it. She’s right beside me again, her face tilted up to mine, her big brown eyes filled with a worry I just don’t want. Or need. And something else. Something I’m seeing from her more and more often lately. I usually avoid it—she’s one of my best friends, after all, not to mention the girl Luc’s been in love with practically forever—but for a second, just a second, I think about taking her up on the invitation.
Before I know what I’m doing, I bend my head. Lean in. Our lips are only a few inches apart now and her eyes go wide, her breath catching in her throat. I can all but feel her tense, all but hear her heart pick up a beat.
It would be so easy to kiss her.
So easy to take her back to her place and fuck her like I have hundreds of other girls.
So easy to pretend it isn’t her and just lose myself in another body.
But then what? I have a hard enough time looking at myself in the mirror as it is. If I screw with her like that—screw with Luc—for an hour of sex that won’t mean anything when it’s over, then I’m an even bigger dick than I thought.
I can’t do it. Not to her. And not to Luc.
There are plenty of girls out there who don’t want anything more than I do. And whom I won’t have to face in the morning.
I back away at the last second, nod toward the lodge. “Come on. Let’s go inside.”
She stares at me for long moments, but this time all I see in her eyes is pure pissed-off female. It’s a look I’m well acquainted with, and relief sweeps through me as I register it. After all, having Cam mad at me is a million times better than having her looking at me with all that worry and other crap.
She doesn’t call me on my shit, though, and since the wind’s really kicking up—making the whole mountaintop look like a snow globe in the hands of a hyped-up toddler—she doesn’t argue, either. At least not until we make it through the wide glass doors of the Lost Canyon ski lodge. We’re only there a few seconds before a group of rowdy grommets plows straight into us, sending Cam sprawling onto her ass. The kids take off running before either of us can do more than stare at the little monsters.
I hold out a hand to help her up and she takes it, but her blue eyes spark with annoyance. “What exactly are we doing, Z?” she demands as she climbs back to her feet. “You know I hate coming in here.”
“Don’t sweat it. Mike’s not out here tonight. And even if he was, I won’t let him near you.”
She stiffens at the mention of her douche-bag ex. “He’s not the one I’m worried about.”
“Oh, yeah? Who are you worried about, then?” I glance around. I wouldn’t mind getting rid of some of this tension by beating the shit out of some guy who’s hassling her.
“You, Z. I’m concerned about you.”
Fuck. I walked right into that one. Cam, Luc, Ash, and I have been friends since we were like five. Which is great when you understand that we’d pretty much lie down in traffic for each other, but not so great when it comes to the fact that we know everything there is to know about one another—including the fucked-up stuff.
“Don’t be,” I tell her, determined to get my head in the game. “I already told you, I’m solid.”
“Yeah, right.” She pulls off her ski hat and her crazy red curls poof in all directions. With all that hair and her turquoise snowboarding suit she looks a little like a Muppet. A cute Muppet, but a Muppet nonetheless. To annoy her—and maybe to distract her, too—I reach out a hand, ruffle her curls.
She slaps at me, but she’s laughing, so I do it some more. The tension from that disaster of an almost-kiss fades away and relief whips through me. I’ve fucked up enough in my life. Messing up my friendship with her and Luc, too, isn’t an option.
She ducks down, escapes my hand before landing a bony elbow squarely in my stomach. I don’t flinch, but only because not showing weakness is something of a religion with me—even to one of my closest friends. I give her curls an extra tug before dodging out of range, just to show her the elbow didn’t hurt.
“Come on, let’s go get a table.”
“Why can’t we wait outside like we usually do?” She’s almost whining now, and any other time I’d give in to her. But not now. Not tonight.
Because if I can’t board, can’t smoke, and can’t fight, there’s only one option left. And we’ve already had one too-close-for-comfort call. “It’s cold out there, in case you haven’t noticed.”
She looks me up and down. “You’re wearing three thousand dollars in top-of-the-line snowboarding gear and you’re worried about a little cold?”
“A little cold? No.” I point toward the doors we just came through. In the last few minutes the wind has picked up even more and snow is flying in all directions. “But it is fucking cold out there. I was starting to worry about getting frostbite on my nuts.”
She rolls her eyes, makes a sound of disgust. “Nice, Z.”
“Hey, you asked,” I tell her as I shed my jacket. It might be approaching blizzard conditions outside, but inside the resort the heat is cranking full blast. It feels good after half a day on the mountain, but the last thing I want to do is start to sweat, not when we’ll be back out there in a matter of minutes. “Besides, your lips turned blue about an hour ago. I thought you’d appreciate the chance to thaw out.”
“Yeah, that’s why we’re in here,” she says, finally getting on board and making a beeline for the only available table in the coffee bar. “Because you’re worried about the condition of my lips.”
I ignore her as we weave through tangles of people and snow gear alike. The place is crowded, but that’s nothing new this time of year. Everyone from serious hobbyists to firsttimers and everything in between hits the Park City slopes once winter closes in, all hoping for a rip-roaring time. Of course, most of the tourists don’t know what the hell they’re doing—one of the many reasons I, like most of the locals, normally avoid the hotels here like the plague. It’s a lot easier to get hurt on a run when half the people out there with you don’t have a clue what they’re doing.
In fact, if I had my way, I’d be boarding the backcountry every day instead of just on weekends. But once Lost Canyon started paying Luc and Ash to ride here when they’re in town, I started coming with them instead of heading into the non-resortified areas. Because while I might spend my life doing crazy shit, even I’m not screwed up enough to go backcountry on my own. At least most of the time.
Cam slides into the booth, then looks at me expectantly. “I’d like a Power O,” she tells me. It’s the snowboarder special here at Lost Canyon, a specially mixed energy drink that slams you with a shot of pure adrenaline. It’s her favorite, but it’s never really done much for me. I prefer my adrenaline delivered straight up.
“I thought it was your turn to buy.”
She snorts, tries to look tough. “Dude, stop fronting. We both know why we’re in here.”
“Oh, yeah?” I ask, brow raised. “And why is that?”
She zeroes in on option number four and we both pretend there’s no hurt behind the snide look she gives me. “The blonde with the big boobs and don’t-fuck-with-me attitude currently taking orders behind the counter. You’ve been looking for her ever since you saw her on the slopes last week. I’m just surprised it’s taken you this long to make a move.”
To be honest, so am I. She caught my eye the first day she stumbled out to deliver a message to the magic carpet attendant in her tight jeans and way-too-light coat. I almost introduced myself to her then, but by the time I got to the top she was walking away.
She’s been skating around the edges of my mind ever since. So yesterday, when Ash mentioned there was a hot new blonde working the coffee stand at the top of the mountain, I put it together and filed the info away for future use.
It looks like the future’s tonight. I figure I’ll head over and chat her up while Cam and I are waiting for the others. Find out her name. And see how long it takes to convince her to take a break so I can get her up against the nearest dressing room wall.
It’ll solve two problems for me—get rid of some of this itchiness that just won’t go away and make sure Cam understands just how little that near-miss out there means to me.
When I don’t immediately respond to her taunts, Cam narrows her eyes at me. “What? Are you afraid you’ve lost your touch or something?”
It’s my turn to snort. “Like that’s ever happened.”
“I don’t know. There’s a first for everything.”
“Not that,” I tell her firmly.
“Well, then, go get my drink.” Her phone beeps and she glances down, reads the text. “And get one for Luc and Ash, too. They’ll be here in about ten minutes.”
“Small or large?”
She looks at me pointedly. “You sure that’s a question you want to be batting around right now? You were the one concerned about frostbite, after all.”
I flip her off, and she returns the gesture as I walk away. I’m not paying attention, though.
All my attention is focused on the girl working the register. She’s talking to a customer—an older man clutching a cup of coffee in each hand—and grinning at whatever he’s telling her. She’s got a great smile and I can’t help wondering why I didn’t notice that the other night. It’s not as great as her body, which is smoking hot, but it’s still pretty awesome.
And so are her eyes, which are an intense shade of green. They’re kind of wide and sexy, especially when she glances at something out of the corner of them, like she’s done a bunch of times in the last few minutes. She’s got a good mouth, too, and for a second I’m so wrapped up in thinking about what it’d feel like wrapped around my cock that I don’t even notice when Lila darts straight into my path.
She grabs on to me, wraps her arms around my waist, and presses her firm, sweet body up against mine. I try to move past her, but she’s got a good grip and she’s not letting go. Short of shaking her off—which is a dick move, even for me—there’s not much to do but grin and bear it.
“Hey, Z!” Her voice is breathier than normal and she’s batting her eyelashes so hard I’m afraid she’s going to pop out one of her colored contacts. “You’re looking good tonight.”
“Thanks. So are you.” I reach around, slowly untangle myself from her octopus grip. But she just grabs on to my hands with both of hers.
“You think so?”
Not really. “Yeah, of course.” I look her over, try for something nice to say. “That sweater looks good on you.”
She preens and again I start to move past her, but she won’t let go of my right hand. Instead, she runs her fingertips over my knuckles before prying my fingers out from the fist I’ve unwittingly made. Then she looks at my palm. “Ooh, you have a really deep love line,” she tells me as she strokes one long pink nail along the chained crease. “Do you know what that means?”
“Haven’t got a clue.” My tone implies that I don’t care, either, but she’s not listening. She’s too into the big seduction she’s mapped out in her head, and I rock back on my heels, resigned to the worst she has to offer. Nothing short of a five-man extraction team is getting me out of this before Lila’s ready to let go.
She moves even closer, so close that her mouth is pressed against my ear and her tits are resting against my arm when she whispers, “It means that you are very good in bed.”
Call me crazy, but—“I didn’t think you’d need to read my palm to know that.”
She giggles again, and to me it’s like nails scraping against a chalkboard. “I don’t, silly. I remember every minute of our night together.”
Interesting, since I don’t remember any of it and I wasn’t even drunk. Or at least I don’t think I was. All of the parties—and the girls—are starting to blur together.
Again, I don’t say what I’m thinking. Instead I work on prying her hand off mine. I finally manage to escape, but I only get a few steps away before she throws herself in my path once more.
“Where are you rushing off to? Why don’t you come sit with my friends and me?” She nods toward a table of four other girls, all of whom are staring at me like I’m dessert. Normally I’d be all over that invitation, but right now it couldn’t sound less appealing. Especially when the new girl throws back her head and laughs at something the old guy says to her.
I like the sound of it. Like little tinkling bells. I feel like a total pussy for noticing, but then again, there’s not much about her I haven’t noticed at this point.
“So, Z, what do you think? You want to hang with us tonight?”
When it becomes glaringly obvious that the only way I’m going to get away from her is to knock her down, I drag my eyes away from new girl and focus on Lila. She giggles a little and the eyelash batting gets worse. “Sorry,” I tell her. “I’ve got plans.”
“With her?” She shoots a venomous glance over at the table where Cam is sitting, fiddling with her phone. “Please. You can do better than that loser. I mean, does she even like guys? Ditch her and I promise I’ll make it worth your while.”
What little patience I’ve managed to hang on to abandons me right there. No one talks shit about my friends. No one.
I shrug Lila off, and this time I don’t bother to be nice about it. “I wouldn’t ditch a one-night stand for you, let alone my best friend.” I look her over, and this time I make sure nothing but disdain shows. “Oh, right. You were a one-night stand.”
She has nothing to say to that. I move past her, trying to ignore how pale she is and the way her eyes are suddenly shimmering with tears. She grabs at my arm, but I shake her off. It’s her own fault. I tried to be nice—I hate guys that are dicks to girls just because they can be—but no one gets away with dissing Cam around me. That girl’s been through too much already. She doesn’t need—or deserve—to get shit from anyone else, especially after what I pulled tonight.
Still, I don’t like making girls cry. It reminds me too much of April, and I can’t go there.
I won’t go there.
By the time I get to the counter, the tension inside me has reached critical mass. Part of me expects my skin to split open under the pressure of it any second now.
The old guy has moved on, thank God, but now there’s a small line of people between me and the new girl. I focus on her to the exclusion of everything else, take this shot at checking her over to block out the rest of my fucked-up life.
She looks good up close, and even though she’s wearing jeans and a turtleneck, both items are tight enough that I can see just how hot her body really is. Too bad we live in the snow, ’cuz this girl should never wear a coat.
I pass the time imagining what I’m going to do to her when I get her alone.
Where I want to touch.
Which spots I want to kiss. To lick. To bite.
With her there are so many that I’m not sure where to start. At the nape of her neck, right below where she’s bundled her hair into that messy bun? At the birthmark right below her jaw on the right side of her neck? Or at the tiny little dimple that flashes in her left cheek whenever she smiles at a customer?
Wherever I start, I know exactly where I want to end up. But now I’m just torturing myself, and by the time I get to the counter, I’m grateful I’m still in my thick snowboarding pants. Otherwise, my interest would be obvious to everyone in the damn room.
“What can I get you?” she asks, her fingers poised over the register. For the first time I realize her nails are painted a funky green that almost exactly matches her eyes—not what I was expecting from her with all those tough-girl vibes she throws out. I like the color, though, almost as much as I like knowing there’s more to her than I thought.
Not that it really matters, I remind myself. I want to fuck her, not get to know all her twists and turns.
“I don’t know.” I let my voice go a little huskier than normal, give her the half smile that usually gets me whatever I want. “What’s good?”
“That depends on what you like.” She mimics my tone exactly, but when I search her face there’s nothing but polite professional interest there. It’s my second clue that I might be in for more than I bargained for here.
Interested despite my less than honorable intentions, I lean against the counter and contemplate my choices. The answer I want to give her has nothing to do with coffee and everything to do with what I’ve spent the last five minutes fantasizing about. But something tells me that kind of approach won’t work with her, not this girl with the deliberately bland face, kick-ass voice, and—I glance down at the hands she still has poised over the register—trembling, green-tipped fingers.
I barely bite back a grin. Looks like I make her nervous, after all. It’s the best news I’ve had all day. “I like just about anything,” I finally tell her.
“Yeah, I’ve heard that about you,” she answers dryly, sounding less than impressed.
“Oh, really? And what exactly have you heard”—I glance down at the black-and-silver name tag pinned to her shirt—“Ophelia?”
She rolls her eyes. “I think you’ve got a pretty good idea what people say about you, Z. Now are you going to stand there all night batting your eyes at me or are you actually going to order something for your harem?”
“My harem?”
She nods toward Lila and her friends, and this time the look on her face lets me know just how unimpressed she is. Damn. Looks like my reputation really has preceded me. Or Lila’s has. She’s one of the winter regulars who have a lot more money than sense. Somehow I doubt she’s got the intelligence—or basic good manners—to be nice to the barista. Which means I really might be screwed here.
It matters more than it should. Normally I don’t give a shit what people say about me—and they say a lot, especially since Luc, Ash, and I turned pro—but something about the way Ophelia’s looking at me is making my palms sweat. It’s a first for me, and one I’m not all that happy about.
“I barely know those girls.”
“Like that’s supposed to impress me?”
“I don’t know.” It’s the most honest thing I’ve said all day. “What would impress you?”
She eyes me disdainfully. “Way more than what you’ve got to offer.”
So much for honesty. That’s why I work so hard not to put myself out there—it always bites you in the ass. Determined to get control of the situation, I rest my hands on the counter and lean in toward her. Then I turn it on, the look that’s gotten me every girl I’ve tried for since I lost my virginity at the age of thirteen.
Ophelia’s eyes go wide and she bobbles the cup she reached for seconds ago. This time I don’t even try to hide my smile.
“Why don’t you give me something sweet,” I suggest after she’s stared at me for a few long seconds.
“Something … sweet?” Her voice sounds strangled.
“Yeah.” A few strands of hair have escaped her bun, and I reach out to stroke an errant curl before winding it around my finger. “And hot. It’s pretty cold outside.”
“You want—” Her voice breaks. She’s breathless now, and I know this is it. I’ve got her. I feel a little twinge deep inside—one that I might identify as disappointment if I ever let myself hope for anything—but I ignore it. This is exactly what I wanted, after all. “You want something sweet and hot?”
“That is how I like my coffee.” Among other things, my look tells her. Not that I’m cheesy enough to say shit like that. But I can imply with the best of them.
Ophelia’s eyes are a little hazy now, a little unfocused, but she nods jerkily. Then, before I can say anything else, she heads over to the espresso machines and fumbles around for a minute or two. She doesn’t look toward me once, and when she comes back, she’s carrying a large glass of iced coffee.
Confused, I look back and forth between her and the drink. “That doesn’t look very warm,” I finally tell her.
“Yeah, well, I made an executive decision. It looked like you needed something to cool yourself down with.” And then it’s her turn to lean over the counter. I have a quick second to curse the turtleneck—I’d really love to see what this girl’s tits look like—right before she dumps the coffee all over the front of my pants.
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