
  
    [image: Bedside Manner]
  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by Lainey Davis

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            lessonplans

          

          AN EDUCATION IN ROMANCE

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            about this book

          

        

      

    

    
      She’s totally off limits…and she’s also kind of mean. He wants her anyway.

      Doug Rogers has it all planned out. He just needs to teach summer school and one tiny class at the nearby university and his master’s in education will be paid for. But he wasn’t planning on Amy Peterson.

      The almost-nurse in his comp class seems mad at the world, and particularly mad at Doug. She’s one class away from her nursing degree after five long years of hard work, and she doesn’t have the time or the patience for her optimistic instructor, no matter how attractive he is behind those glasses. The more he tries to talk to her, the more he seems to shove his foot in his mouth.

      When a work accident brings Doug to the emergency room, he sees Amy in action and knows he’s a goner for this fierce, competent woman. Except…she’s still his student for another week.

      Lesson Plans: An Education in Romance is a steamy prequel linking the Stag Brothers series and Bridges and Bitters. Readers have loved Doug and Amy from the sidelines. See how their story begins in this novella.
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      I never take selfies, but today feels special.

      Plus, I can text this selfie to my mother, knowing she hates everything about my workplace. At some point, I’ll stop taking joy in upsetting my parents. But today, I grin and extend my arm, positioning the camera so Franklin Middle School’s gorgeous stone entryway frames my face.

      Today was my last day of student teaching, which means tomorrow will be my first day getting paid to be here. Granted, I’m starting off in summer school, so I’m sure not making much. But as I told my family, teaching makes me happy.

      Lord knows why. Just as I snap the picture I notice a group of pre-teens cheesing in the background, spoiling my shot. I whip my head around. “What are you two still doing here? Did you miss the bus?”

      They snort. “Duh. Soccer practice.”

      I scowl and glance down the block toward the athletic field. “Well get over to practice, then. Mr. Nesso’s probably looking for you.”

      Another snort as they start walking. “He probably don’t even know we’re gone.”

      “It’s doesn’t!” I holler at their backs, already feeling like their dorky English teacher. I chuckle when they flip me the bird, and try again for the selfie. This time, my smile feels more genuine.

      “Mr. Rogers! May I speak with you?” The smile drops from my lips when I hear the principal, Kellie Vinelli, approaching. Perpetually perky, Ms. Vinelli ends every one of her sentences in an exclamation point. But she’s also a keen observer and I feel like…well, I feel like I’ve been called to the principal’s office.

      I clear my throat. “Yes, ma’am.”

      She smiles. I clench my teeth. “Mr. Rogers, were you unclear about Colton’s meaning just there?”

      “Unclear?”

      “I couldn’t help but notice you corrected his grammar!”

      I wince. “Well, I’m an English teacher.”

      “Yes, you are! In a diverse school where we focus on cultural competency!”

      I sigh. She’s reminding me how much more I still have to learn about this work. It feels like a strange thing to say since I came here to teach. “I’m still finding my feet,” I tell her, fiddling in my pocket.

      I grew up in a wealthy suburb where most people look the same and insist on the same sorts of values. I majored in business because my parents told me to, because they expected me to, because my brother did. I can admit that I first switched to education to spite them. It seemed like the best way to irritate my family, but still make sure I got some sort of job after college.

      Once I started my education classes, though, I felt like I was in the right place for the first time in my life. I felt like I had a direction…a path that led to me goofing around with a bunch of pre-teens all day long.

      Kellie smiles. “In your shoes, I might have reassured Colton that Mr. Nesso always knows who is and is not present!”

      Nodding, I think about how hard it is to drill down to the important lesson in the moment. I focused on how Colton shaped his words rather than emphasize that his teachers here always care and always see him. I’m not sure what to say in response, so I’m grateful when Kellie Vinelli fills the silence. “I believe you’d better hurry if you’re still meeting the graduate program director!”

      The last time Kellie Vinelli called me in her office, she suggested I start right away on my master’s degree. The district has a lot of incentives in place to snag new teachers and keep us. Ms. Vinelli wasted no time setting me up with some funding in exchange for a commitment to stay with the Public Schools of Pittsburgh. Of course, this means I’ll be teaching summer school, taking my own summer classes, and teaching one course for the university to pay for it.

      I slap my pocket, where her signed forms are still nestled. “Thanks for the reminder.” I give her a grin and jog off for the bus toward campus.

      She waves me off as I climb aboard. “See you Monday!”

      

      I arrive at the health sciences building with about ten minutes to spare, but there’s a student in the office already, so I lean against the wall in the hall staring at the photos of nursing students and lab researchers. I hear the scrape of a chair against the floor in the office.

      “You truly can’t cut me a break with this?” A female voice sounds agitated. “I’ve been doing the work for this degree for years. I just need a freaking piece of paper.” I hear the woman make a gasping sound, like one of those almost-crying hiccups.

      The department chair clears his throat. “Ms. Peterson, in order for me to give you the ‘piece of paper’ as you call it, you’re going to need to complete your first-year composition course. There is no work-around for this requirement.”

      I clench my teeth. Things sound heated in there as the female voice scoffs. “I’ve been charting vitals…I’ve read so many charts from the RN’s. Do I really need to do book reports to get the job done?”

      “Ms. Peterson, I’m sorry. Rules are rules. You can take the composition course during the summer session and still finish your degree for August graduation.”

      The student’s response is softer now, muffled. I realize I’m leaning closer to the door to eavesdrop and pull myself together as the door flies inward. My eyes bulge out of my head a little when I see an enraged woman wearing blue scrubs storming out of the door in a blur of brown ponytail and tote bags.

      She’s hot. I don’t just mean her temper. I mean, she’s attractive as hell. For some reason, the rage really does it for me. The paper flyers taped to the walls flutter in the hallway as she streaks out of the building, and I have to take a deep breath to calm myself down.

      “Ah, Mr. Rogers, come in, come in.” I whip my head back toward the open office door, where Professor Blee is seated behind a mountain of file folders.

      “Doug, please,” I say, pulling out my signed forms and taking a seat in the folding chair vacated by that hurricane of a woman. It’s still warm from her ass. Lord help me, I need to focus on this meeting. “I just stopped by to drop off the last forms for the teaching assistant gig.”

      Professor Blee nods his head, reaching for the paper. “Forgive me. Your folder is somewhere in here.” He gestures at the pile. “I’ll hunt for it while you tell me what you need to know in order to hit the ground running for the summer session.”

      He begins sifting through the manila folders as I stare at him. “Um, everything? Like…well…everything.”

      Professor Blee looks up and raises his eyebrows. “Were you not teaching English and Composition to middle schoolers for your student teaching assignment?” I nod. He smiles. “Well, then! You’re all set.” In response to my confused expression he waves a hand. “You’re teaching first-year comp to nursing students, Mr. Rogers. Unlike most students at this university, they know exactly what they want to do upon graduation and they know exactly what that job entails.” He holds up a folder triumphantly and shakes it around, sliding my signed forms inside. “Many of our teaching assistants find it useful to tap into our syllabus directory. We don’t have a required textbook, but many choose to use…this one.” He extracts a book from the mountain on his desk and shoves it toward me.

      Then he turns to his computer as if I’m no longer in the room. I clutch the book to my chest as he types and then peers at me, confused. “Was there something else?”

      I shake my head, understanding a little better why that woman got so heated in here.

      I cram the textbook in my shoulder bag and catch a bus toward home. A few blocks later, I see the angry woman from before, her ponytail swishing behind her as she storms up the sidewalk. She’s definitely still cute, despite the rage seeping out of her. Even through the crusty bus window I can see that she’s exactly my type: stubborn, determined, fiery. The bus turns just as I start to wonder if she’s a biter in bed. Ah, well. It’s better that I didn’t get a chance to make a move. I’m not going to have time for anything other than work this summer.
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            amy

          

        

      

    

    
      One class left and I’ll be a real nurse.

      Just one class.

      I feel like an old lady compared to the other students, though. Five years shouldn’t make such a difference. It’s not like I’m 30 in a room full of teenagers. But I’m not just any 23-year-old in freshmen comp. I already work full time as an emergency room tech and I already held my mom’s hand as she died from cancer. I am not what you’d call a peer to these kids.

      I find a seat in the back of the classroom, kick my bag under my seat and wonder how I’m supposed to swing eight hours a week of summer school in between my 12-hour shifts at work.

      My boss offered to work around my schedule, but the reality is that I can’t just walk off the floor if I’m elbows-deep inside a trauma patient’s chest wound. The other students in class must be able to sense my resentment at being here, because they leave a ring of chairs open around me like a buffer zone. Half of them already failed freshmen comp the first time around and are trying to make it up before they end up like me—years too old to be steaming in a summer classroom.

      I pull out what’s left of my laptop. The lid creaks as I open it and I feel my cheeks flush, not wanting anyone to see the cracked screen. My brother Ryan didn’t mean to drop it on the tile floor. I know that, but it doesn’t change the fact that he did and we can’t afford to replace it. Even with all of us living at home and pitching in, Dad can barely keep the house. Mom’s treatments totally wiped out their savings and dug Dad into a deep financial hole. I can limp along with this clunker until I get my degree. It’s just a few weeks. “I’ll sleep when I’m old,” I mutter as the teacher shuffles in.

      He immediately walks to the white board and starts scratching out his name. I roll my eyes because his handwriting is worse than half the doctors I work with, and they at least have an excuse to be in a hurry. DOUG ROGERS, he scrawls. It’s a douchey name, Doug.

      I vow to think of him only as Doogie as he turns and uses his index finger to shove his glasses up his nose. I squint at him, because he looks familiar, but then he starts talking and I zone out.

      Blah, blah, the syllabus is posted already. Blah, blah, we’ll write an essay a week. He abruptly stops talking and I stare at him. His eyes widen and he hesitates before rattling off more course policies. I rest my chin on my fist and try not to fall asleep. I worked from seven until four and barely crammed food into my face before this class. I hope he doesn’t keep us the entire two hours. Doogie holds up a spiral-bound bundle of papers. “Good news,” he says. “Instead of a textbook, we’ll be using this collection of essays I put together just for this class. You can pick this up at the campus bookstore.” All around me, my classmates are popping gum and taking notes. I sit up, waiting for someone to point out that a custom print bundle means no ability to buy the book used or check it out from the university library. Nobody raises their hand.

      I sigh and do it myself. Doogie’s face lights up, and then his cheeks twitch, like he’s not sure what expression to make. “Yes. You in the back. Question?”

      “Amy Peterson,” I mumble. “Did it occur to you that your custom bundle is the most expensive option for course materials?”

      He frowns and looks down at the bundle. “It’s significantly cheaper than the standard first-year comp book most of the other classes used.”

      I roll my eyes at him. “Yeah, new. But most of the other classes use it…so it’s easy to get a used one cheap.” Doogie presses his lips together and frowns. I tap my nails on the desk, waiting to see what he’s going to say. I’m not sure what he could say at this point. He obviously already ordered the copies. There’s no going back now. Maybe I’m waiting for him to apologize. I don’t even know anymore.

      Eventually he clears his throat. “I had not considered the resale value of the other textbooks, no, Ms. Peterson.” He’s quiet for a beat and then continues. “But, as I said, this is a customized book just for this course.” He smiles and looks around the room. “I think you’ll find the readings align with your interests as future nurses!” My classmates perk up and Doofus Rogers turns back to the board, writing out some nonsense with a squeaky marker.

      I was irritated at being here to begin with and this is not helping. I felt like such a failure when I had to drop this class as an actual freshman. I know my mom would scold me for that attitude, and she’d want me to take a deep breath and move on. It’s just one class, Amy-girl, she’d say.

      I feel tears start welling when I think of my mom, when I think of how different my life is after her illness and death. I try to focus on the teacher, but my mood is darker than before.

      He asks us all to hand-write a few hundred words for him about what we expect to gain from this class and to tell him the last significant piece of writing we completed. My stomach growls audibly and I rest a hand on my belly as I begin to scratch out my temper in my spiral notebook.

      I’m in this class to complete my final requirement for my BSN. That’s what I hope to gain. The last thing of significance that I wrote was an email to my employer, explaining that I once again could not meet the requirements for advancement because I still haven’t completed my first-year composition class. And on I vent for a few paragraphs.

      I scribble my name at the top of the page and noisily rip it out of my notebook. When Doogie collects the papers, he dismisses us for a five-minute break. I walk out of the room, out of the building, and into the humid June air. I feel tears start welling and I know I can’t go back in there. Not today. Maybe I’m too tired from work. Maybe I’m just hungry. But I don’t have it in me to finish this class tonight. I cross Fifth Ave and hop aboard the 71B bus toward home, knowing I probably fucked myself over already, but too exhausted to care.
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        * * *

      

      I walk in the door to a wreck, which I expected. Dad and Ryan are asleep on the couch with the baseball game blaring on the television. Judging by the noise, my brother Dan is up in his room raging against a machine. And of course my baby sister, Alice, is trying to clean up. Her curly hair stands up all over the place as she furiously scrubs at a pan of something.

      I shake my head as I set my bag down on the floor, worried the towering stack of dishes is going to crash down on Alice. “Why isn’t anyone helping you with that?” I chide, hurrying to grab a towel and make some headway on the already-washed pans so we’ve got some room to stack clean plates. “What happened to not having to wash up if you’re the one who cooks?”

      Alice blows her hair out of her eyes and shrugs. She doesn’t have to tell me that Dad’s not the greatest at implementing systems to keep the house going. In the years since Mom died, I’ve been fully in charge of operations around here, but with me working full time and going to school as well…

      I stalk over to the couch with my damp dish towel and whip it at Ryan’s face. His eyes fly open and he swats his arms in the air. “What gives? Oh. It’s you.” He crosses his arms over his chest and tries to fall back asleep, but I whip him with the towel again, this time catching him right on the eyelid.

      “Ha!” I shout triumphantly as he flies off the couch, ready to fight. I shake my head. “You and Dan should be washing up. I’m sure you two didn’t make dinner…”

      He groans. “It didn’t even taste good. Beans and some green shit.”

      “Watch your mouth.” Dad mutters in his sleep from the corner of the couch. Ryan sighs and walks to the sink, where Alice happily steps aside. My stomach gurgles and Alice’s face lights up.

      “I’ll fix you a plate!” She’s in motion before I can protest and I sink into a stool at the counter, waiting for her to pull something amazing out of the microwave. Alice has aspirations of being a chef. She just finished up the culinary arts program at the high school vo-tech, but there’s no money for her to go to culinary school for real.

      I try not to think about all my siblings’ dreams on hold. At least Dan and Ry were able to leave high school with industry certifications from their tech programs. They both chip in a lot from their jobs. I’ll be making almost twice as much as I am now, once I get this damned degree. The hospital is as eager to hire me as a nurse as I’m eager to get the job. Things will improve.
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        * * *

      

      My sister sets a steaming plate of food in front of me on the counter and I dig in. “Al, this tastes amazing.” She doesn’t have to tell me she made beans and greens because they’re cheap. “What’d you do to get all this flavor?”

      Alice leans forward on her elbows, beaming. “I got a bunch of bones from the meat counter to make the broth. No charge! And I splurged on a few different kinds of onions.”

      “Onions are a splurge?” I wince, knowing the biggest expense right now is my tuition. I’m sure the stupid packet for my comp class will put us even deeper in the hole. If I’m still allowed in the class.

      Reading my face, Alice sits beside me. “You’re home earlier than I thought. How was school?”

      “Shouldn’t I be asking you that question?”

      Alice giggles. “Aim, it’s June! You’re the only nerd in summer school.”

      There’s a clatter from the sink and Ryan groans as bean-covered dishes slide into the water, splashing him. Alice and I laugh before we head over to help dig him out of trouble. I remind myself this is why I’m working myself ragged for the degree.

      This family right here is all I have, and we stick together. I can deal with Doogie the Douche for a few weeks. I shovel the last bite of my dinner into my mouth and rinse my dish. I walk back into the living room and kiss my dad on the cheek. “I’m heading up,” I tell them. Dad grunts as I turn down the volume on the game. I kick Dan’s door as I pass and he turns the volume down just in time for me to sink into bed. I’m asleep before I can even resume worrying about everything.
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      I don’t know what to make of Amy Peterson being my student, and I’m a little shaken to realize I’m nervous to read her essay. I just…wasn’t expecting my students to be real, complex people. The rest of the class wrote hopefully about their collegiate dreams; about how they enjoyed their first year away from home. “The city is so big!” “It’s been so great living on my own in the dorms.” I expected that sort of thing.

      I think back to Amy pointing out the cost of the packet and I cringe. Kellie Vinelli’s reminder about cultural competency echoes through my mind. How can I be so consistently unaware of where my students are coming from? I should know more about the hidden costs of education by now. I thought I was being the cool T.A., picking out a series of essays about healthcare rather than assigning a textbook.

      I check my watch. I’m supposed to offer office hours for students to come meet with me to talk about upcoming assignments or get help with their papers. So far nobody has shown up. It gives me time to grade their drafts before I head home for the night, so at least there’s that. “Hm.” Amy’s paper sits on the top of the stack, the last one to grade.

      It took me a full minute to recover when I realized the sexy, angry woman from my boss’s office is in fact my student. And then it took a lot of conscious effort to stop thinking of her as sexy once she continued to be fiery in class…until she stormed out during the break, that is.

      At least she turned in her paper first.

      Technically she met the barest of minimum requirements for the assignment. She didn’t elaborate on anything here, but the whole goal of the exercise was for me to get a sense of where the students are in terms of their ability to string sentences together. Amy Peterson certainly knows how to do that.

      I write a B on top of the sheet and tuck everything into my bag, wondering if she will show up for class today, or if I should penalize her for leaving early on the first night of class. I recall from that day in Professor Blee’s office that she’s one class away from graduating. She’s what the department calls a “nontraditional” student since she’s older than her peers in the course.

      I shake my head rapidly, trying to stop myself from cataloging all the nontraditional aspects of Amy Peterson. It seems really unfair that I should meet a woman, find her this attractive, and then be utterly forbidden from doing anything about it.

      I decide to make a note of Amy leaving early but not to do anything else about it at this point. It’s not like I remembered to include the attendance policy paragraph I was supposed to add to my syllabus. I really need to reach out to some of the other grad students to get some pointers. I’m flying blind over here.
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        * * *

      

      When I get to my classroom, Amy is seated in the back with her arms crossed over her chest. She’s silent through the entire discussion of what makes a good introductory paragraph. I’m feeling pretty good as I realize there are a lot of similarities between this subject matter and what I teach at the middle school. I can go into more depth with these students, but Amy isn’t interested in depth. She’s silent when I ask the class for input on the essay I assigned them to read for homework, but when I ask the students to discuss the work with a partner, I notice that she contributes to the conversation. Can it be possible that she’s shy? It feels ridiculous to wonder if her hesitation is due to her liking me as much as I like her.
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        * * *

      

      By the fourth night of class, I realize in horror that I’m staring at Amy’s—at my student’s—nipples as they harden in her scrub top as she sits in the frigid classroom, listening to a peer read aloud from her essay draft.

      I close my eyes and blow out a slow breath. This is not good. I drag a hand down my cheek and check my watch. It’s late. I must be exhausted and hungry, I rationalize. “Hey, class, try and wrap up your conversation. Essays are due to me via email by nine in the morning, so I’ll let you go a little early to work on them at home.”

      There’s a chorus of celebration and the students file out of the room quickly. I move to pack up my notes and startle when I see that Amy is still in the room, biting her lip as she furiously writes something down in her notebook.

      I clear my throat. “Did you need something, Ms. Peterson?” I realize I’m hoping she says yes, that she’ll say she needs me to lean over her and explain paragraphing nice and slow. Oh god, I’m such a creep.

      Amy shakes her head. “Just finishing up.” She sighs and looks around. “Do you know which computer labs are still open on campus?”

      I furrow my brow. “I have no idea.”

      Amy scoffs. “Well, thanks for all the help.” She rolls her eyes at me and rips a sheet from  her notebook. She slaps it against my chest as she walks past. “That’ll have to do for my submission. My computer finally fucking died and I have to catch a bus.”

      I stare at the paper, knowing I shouldn’t allow a student to speak to me like this, but not sure how to intervene. Hell, this is the first time I considered that not all of my students have access to a computer. By the time I recover from my shock, she’s gone into the night.

      I should have offered to look up the lab schedules or something. I should have done anything else. Instead I’m remembering the instant her skin pressed against mine, the warmth of her palm even through paper and my cotton shirt.

      I read through Amy’s paper and see she’s written a perfectly serviceable introduction, summarized her argument and transitioned nicely into her first paragraph. But it’s well under the length requirement and—it should go without saying even inside my own head—it’s not typed.

      I sit at my desk and try to figure out why it bothers me so much that I’m going to have to give Amy Peterson a poor grade for her assignment. I think back to one of Kellie Vinelli’s perky memos, where she wrote We cannot shy away from letting students experience consequences for their choices!

      The phrase stuck with me because it seemed to apply to so many aspects of my life. My parents think I’m going to experience negative consequences from my choice to abandon the uppity lifestyle my extended family pretends to relish. So far the consequences have been pretty freeing…

      The stakes are different for Amy Peterson, though. I don’t like being in this position. I also feel like I learned something today about requiring typed work and the impact that could have on my students. I sigh and award her a B, making a note in the margin about the summer hours for the computer lab.

      She doesn’t show up for class the next day to collect her paper.
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      I don’t know what the hell I’m thinking. Well. I know what I’m thinking. It’s just not okay.

      I fell asleep last night dreaming about my instructor. In my dream, he grabbed my hand when I pressed my essay paper to his chest. He pulled me close and told me I was a naughty girl. I woke up sweating just as dream-Doogie was about to spank me.

      So how did I respond? By skipping class. I’m putting my entire family’s sacrifices at risk, fucking up, and missing class.

      I hate that I’m already a bitter, shrewish person at the ripe old age of 23. What am I even doing with my life? Snapping at people…mentally calling my professor Doogie just for doing his job.

      I need to get over this little crush. I don’t have time for a hot teacher fantasy. I need to finish my course and get my degree. But when an ambulance rolls into the bay toward the end of my shift, I can’t just walk out while a trauma patient hemorrhages. By the time we get everything under control, I’ve missed an hour of class.

      I could go for the last half. I could take Doogie aside afterward and explain—beg him to excuse my lateness.

      I opt to go home and shower.

      I’m not surprised when I open my email on my phone and see a message from Doogie.

      Ms. Peterson: Can you come to my office hours next week to talk about your progress in my course? You are at risk of failure given your number of absences.

      —Doug
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        * * *

      

      Risk of failure.

      Tears well up in my eyes as I stare at the message. I hear my brothers blasting loud music in their rooms below mine. Dad let me have the entire third floor since I’m the oldest and I carry the heaviest load around here. How long will that be true? Do I seriously want to keep working at the lower wages of an ER tech when I’m this close to my goals?

      I wipe my eyes with the back of my hand and try to find the syllabus Doogie handed out on the first day of class. I’ve never been to office hours a day in my life. It’s not like the material is difficult for me. I even begrudgingly enjoy reading the stupid essays he picked out about how fucked up it is that nurses in this country are treating so many patients at once—the ratios are apparently worse at other hospitals in the country.

      I hate that this guy apparently knows about these issues, at least enough to find something for us to read about them. It just makes him hotter. I sigh and fire off a response.
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        * * *

      

      Professor Rogers: I work during your office hours.

      —Amy
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        * * *

      

      My phone flashes with an immediate reply.

      Ms. Peterson: Please, call me Doug. I’m just a grad student…what’s your schedule like? I can be flexible.

      —Doug
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        * * *

      

      I guess I’m chatting with my professor now, over email. Which is a thought I should strike from my head immediately, because he’s the person standing between my nursing career and a big, fat failure.

      Doug: I’m pretty much only free on weekend afternoons. Which is when I planned to do the actual work for your class.

      —Amy Peterson, almost RN
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        * * *

      

      Amy: Saturday is a great day to meet at the library! Hardly any teenagers around, nobody making noise…plus I can help you with your work for my class.
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        * * *

      

      I bite my cheek, laughing a little about his teenager joke even as I bang on the floor when my teenaged brother turns the music back up.

      No offense, but I don’t need “help” with your class…I just need time to read the essays about nursing shortages, etc.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      My heart flutters at the next ping of my email app. I feel like a teenager myself right now. But I still open the message immediately, greedily.

      How about this? We’ll meet, we’ll talk about attendance, and then we can both just do our work in silence. See you Saturday.

      The message comes with a weird attachment that, when I click it, opens my calendar app. He’s pretty slick with the technology.

      I don’t hate it.

      I can’t decide if it’s creepy that he’s offering to meet me on a Saturday afternoon at the university library. I guess graduate students aren’t like regular people who clock out on a Friday and spend the weekend watching baseball like my brothers and Dad.

      There’s no way in hell I’ll be able to concentrate on my reading sitting next to Doug at a table in the library. God, he’d probably roll up his shirt sleeves halfway. I move closer to the box fan in my window, suddenly uncomfortably hot.

      I accept Doug’s invite and go to bed.
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      When I see the email that my summer school colleagues are going to try their hand at pickleball in the park on Saturday, I’m tempted to bail so I can focus on grading and reading for my own courses. But I’m feeling pretty starved for companionship right now after a long week of teaching and doing grad school work. Whacking balls sounds pretty tempting, and I hitch a ride with a pair of history teachers who live close by.

      I’ve never played pickleball before, but I assume it’s close enough to tennis that I won’t embarrass myself. Thinking about tennis sends me right back to private lessons my family pushed on me to prepare me for the rigors of elite boarding school. I shake away those memories and hope I do all right on the court today.

      I stand on the curb waiting for Jay and Phil to swing by and grab me. I hop in the back seat of Jay’s sedan when he slides to a stop. “Man,” I say as I climb in. I find I’m comforted by Jay clearly being able to afford a nice, dependable-yet-responsible car. “You can barely hear these hybrid cars approach. This is pretty quiet.”

      He nods. “Yeah, it’s a sweet ride. I might get one of those all electric cars once this guy dies off. You need to borrow a paddle?”

      He elbows Phil, who holds up a bouquet of neon paddles, grinning. “I do indeed need to borrow one,” I tell him. “You guys have your own set?”

      Phil shrugs. “They come in a four-pack. Newman’s meeting us up there. He called dibs on the orange one already.” We park near the courts and wave at Newman Nesso, our middle school gym teacher, who is holding on to a net on the end of an entire sea of pickleball courts. Newman is on the short side with calves the size of cantaloupes and looks exactly like a middle school gym teacher, especially when he wears polo shirts year round.

      I wonder what led him to be friends with Jay and Phil, who both wear glasses like me and, like me, have the pale skin bookworms cultivate in libraries. We make an unlikely foursome, but they create a friendly atmosphere and it doesn’t take me long to relax.

      “I had no idea all this was up here.” I set my water bottle to the side and bounce the ball a few times, enjoying the thwop sound it makes.

      Newman dances around, stretching and kicking like he’s setting up for the Olympics. I briefly wonder if pickleball is an Olympic sport when he points his orange paddle at me. “Rogers, you with me?” I shrug. “Awesome. Winner buys the first round. And I hate spending money.”

      Soon, we’re exchanging volleys with Jay and Phil like we’ve been doing this for years. And honestly? It feels great. There’s no pretense, nobody sneaking in sly jabs about anybody’s family background. Sure, Newman’s wearing sweatbands and acting like Andy Roddick if we miss a ball, but we can all tell he’s mostly kidding.

      I love that all these guys are teaching summer school, mostly because they care about the kids who need the program rather than because they need the extra cash. I feel an ease around them I never felt in my hometown growing up—like I’ve really found my people, even if they’re a little bit strange.

      We play for a few hours and then relocate to a bar with outdoor seating, sipping cheap, lite beer in the sun and talking about our students. Newman spins his paddle around on his knee and grins, shaking his head. “I’d love to get the kids up to the park to play one day. Think we could have them walk? The bus is the only expensive part.”

      Jay frowns, considering. “It’s like two miles, mostly uphill from the school. I don’t think they’d be into it.”

      We all sigh. A thought occurs to me as I sip my drink. “What about playing indoors with them, though? In the gym? We could tape out a court…maybe use the volleyball nets?”

      Phil shakes his head. “Gym’s booked all summer for sports camps.” He makes the gesture for money with both hands, signaling the school’s for-profit rental venture.

      Newman bangs the racket off the edge of the table. “Ah, well. What can I actually have them do for summer school phys-ed that’s not some variation of sharks and minnows?”

      We brainstorm ideas with him until I’m actually looking forward to partnering up for a walking field trip to a nearby park to launch different sized toy cars off the slide. “You can team teach with someone from science, and I’ll get them through the lab reports afterward,” I suggest.

      Newman’s face lights up and he clinks his plastic beer cup against mine. “I like how you think, Rogers.”

      “Call me Doug, man. Rogers is my dad.”

      He laughs and shakes his head. “My dad would never have team taught. I can tell you that much.”

      My eyebrows fly up. “He hates teachers, too?”

      My friends make shocked expressions. Newman shakes a head. “No, dude. My dad taught science for this school district for 25 years. He just wouldn’t have ever collaborated.”

      Jay frowns and pours the last beer from the pitcher on the table. “Your dad hates teachers?”

      I look around the table at the group of men I sort of assumed were all like me, passionate about education but also bucking years of family tradition to make it a reality. “Um, yes. My family thinks I’m a traitor to our legacy or some shit.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” Phil claps me on the back and points around the table. “I think most of the summer school crew is at least second gen teachers.”

      “Seriously? That’s pretty cool.”

      We talk about how in all of their families, they showed their rebellious streak by entering a different subject matter of expertise than their parents. “I had no idea there were whole family traditions like this.” I shake my head. “It must be amazing to grow up with people who enjoy doing things for others.”

      That gets a laugh and Phil signals the server to bring us another pitcher. I’m feeling pretty good, physically tired and a little buzzed. Once Phil pours out another round of drinks, he says, “My family went kind of ballistic when my sister bucked the trend to become a nurse.”

      At the word nurse, I freeze, a slosh of beer spilling onto my shirt. Shit. Amy. “Fuck,” I mumble, flying to my feet and reaching around in my shorts to find my wallet. I slap a few bills on the table and look at my watch. There’s no way she’s still waiting. “I was supposed to meet one of my undergrads at the library.”

      I pat myself down, locating my cell phone. I wave at the guys and tear off toward the university on foot. At every red light, I skitter across the street anyway, wincing at the thought of letting down Amy Peterson, the one person who couldn’t afford to waste time. I feel my heart race at the thought of her angry expression and realize I don’t like being on her bad side. And then I shake my head.

      She’s a student. I shouldn’t be thinking about her “sides” at all, should I? Amy Peterson might be older than my other students…but that doesn’t make it any more wrong that I’m thinking about our email exchange, anticipating the look on her face when she tells me to fuck off. I don’t have access to her phone number to reach out.

      By the time I reach the library building, I’m sweating and panting, and the security guard makes a face. I roam through the entire first floor, shivering in the air conditioning, until I see her. I’m drawn to her, standing in a beam of light from the narrow windows near the wooden tables.

      “Amy.” Her name is a whisper and a shout at once and I rush to apologize for keeping her waiting. Before I can catch my breath I realize she is apologizing, too.

      I laugh at the folly of it all, and I shiver a bit in the cool air. I notice she has goosebumps on her forearms and I reach my hand out to touch her skin, halting it in mid-air before I make contact. “Do you want to sit outside?” I shrug and gesture around the space. “It’s too cold in here for me.”
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        * * *

      

      Amy sinks into the grass beneath a tree outside the library. She leans wearily against the trunk and I debate whether I should sit next to her. I decide against it and try not to man-spread in the grass while she pulls out her notebook. “I honestly have no idea what I’m doing,” she mutters, whipping through the battered spiral-bound papers.

      “Your writing is really quite good,” I counter. “And from what I’ve overheard you seem to enjoy the readings in class.”

      She furrows her brow and looks at me like I’m an idiot. “I didn’t mean with the classwork. I meant…” She sighs. “I keep missing your class and being rude to you and I don’t know why.” She rips out a hunk of grass and throws it to the side. “I’m just mad at the world right now. And I’m taking it out on you.”

      I chew on the inside of my cheek, gazing across the street at the hoards of people milling around the park plaza, seemingly without a care in the world. Amy Peterson’s tough shell is like that damn scrub top today: thin and clingy enough for me to see the prickly bits. “I appreciate that you’re honest about things like that. Not everyone has that, you know.” She arches a brow at me. I never could arch a single brow. It’s sexy and I close my eyes to stop the flood of attraction. “I just mean it’s a rare thing, to be your real self with people. Even if your real self isn’t shiny, happy perfection.”

      When I open my eyes, she’s grinning at me. “So I’m not perfect? I’m what—dull?”

      “God, that’s not—“ I rake a hand through my hair, ready to backpedal but Amy tips over in the grass laughing. She clasps her hands on her stomach and laughs and I exhale a deep breath.

      She finally calms down and sits back up, bits of grass and dandelion fluff clinging to her long hair. She sighs. “Okay, Teach. You got me at office hours. Lay it on me.”

      I scoot closer to the tree and lean forward, my elbows on my knees. “You’ve got to come to class. That’s the main thing here. I have to ding you for attendance.”

      “I will try my best to come to class.”

      I nod. “And you owe me a paper about the health insurance article.”

      She frowns. “Where did you come up with all those articles, anyway?”

      Startled by the question, I lean back and shrug. “I tried to think about what my students would be interested in reading about. I really didn’t want the class to be boring.”

      She reaches out a hand and presses it against my knee. I stare at her hand, firm on my skin. “It’s definitely not boring.”

      My smile for her is genuine. I meet her eyes and forget that she’s a student, that I’m a teaching assistant. I realize we’re the same age, and I wish we’d met under different circumstances. “Thank you for the ringing endorsement.”

      She pulls back her hand and sighs, checking her watch. “I gotta get home.”

      For the first time, I wish I had a car so I could offer her a ride. I imagine what it would be like to pull up outside her house, lean across the console, wrap a hand around the back of her neck, ease her head close to mine and kiss the hell out of her. Maybe she’d yell at me. Maybe she’d say something almost nice. “See you in class, Amy.”

      “Thanks, Doug.” She gathers her bags and stands, using the back of her forearm to brush her hair back from her face. “For everything.”
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      Of course, Amy isn’t in class Monday evening. I realize, maybe for the first time, the similarity between college students like Amy and the middle school students attending Franklin Middle School. I spend my days teaching kids who are balancing on a razor blade. Their families have no wiggle room, no cushion. One unexpected bill could land them in a shelter.

      I get the sense that things are that precarious with Amy. She’s certainly not in college on a scholarship and she definitely doesn’t have family money paving her way. I hate that I might be a contributing factor to her not finishing her degree. Obviously I want all my students to think my class is important, but I can also see Amy’s point…she should have taken the class five years ago and didn’t. Now it just feels like busywork.

      I sigh and teach the class all about transition sentences for a few hours. Once I send everyone home, I sit down to write Amy an email. I pull up the thread of our messages, wincing when I remember how excited I felt initially, seeing her name pop up on my phone. Reading her snarky replies. Like this woman gives zero fucks that I’m someone she should probably speak to a little more reverently.

      Amy, I noticed you were not in class this evening. I want to do all I can to ensure you pass this course. Work with me, here…

      Doug
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        * * *

      

      I don’t actually know how any of this works, how much leniency I can give her. I’m only in this role temporarily before I move to spend my days with middle schoolers. It seems more important to invest my time figuring out the power dynamics between teachers and students in that role. I go ahead and click send and hurry to catch the bus home.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Newman bursts into the teachers’ lounge with an arm full of t-shirts. “You’re not gonna believe what happened to me last night.” He passes out a shirt to everyone and plops the rest of the stack on the table. I shake mine open to read the white lettering across the bright red cotton.

      “Edgar Steiner’s Pickle Pals?” Jay furrows his brow as he reads over my shoulder. “Newman, what the hell?”

      Newman bounces on his toes as he slips the shirt over his head. “Edgar Steiner. The lawyer guy from TV? He was in line behind me at the grocery store yesterday.”

      “Edgar Steiner does his own shopping?” The guy’s face is all over bus shelters and billboards, advertising his legal advice for anyone who’s been in an accident.

      Newman shrugs. “He was yesterday. And I was telling him about work, how I want to take the kids to the pickle ball courts but there’s no money for bussing.”

      “How the hell long was that line?” Phil shakes his head as Newman presses a shirt toward him.

      Newman is undeterred and slides the shirt over Phil’s head as Phil squirms. “It was rush hour. Anyway! Edgar said he’d sponsor a bus. I already talked to Kellie Vinelli. The city has paddles and balls to lend. We just need to show up!”

      I stare at the pile of shirts as more confused faculty trickle into the teachers’ lounge. “Wait. We’re just going to take them today? Just like that?”

      Newman shrugs. “They all got field trip permission forms signed when they registered for summer school. Whenever we walk up the street to the library, that’s technically a field trip.” He claps his hands. “Pickle ball tourney, guys! All day!”

      Before I can consider how this impacts my lesson plans, Newman has jumped into action, hauling crates of bagged lunches from the cafeteria and redirecting students to the street, where a fleet of yellow buses sits waiting to drive them a few miles to the park.

      The whole thing feels a little ridiculous, but the kids seem to love that aspect of this unexpected diversion. They especially like that Newman has worked the staff into the roster for his tournament. Within the hour, fifty of the summer school kids and teachers are thwacking paddles in the sun and all of us are laughing. Our principal even blasts a not-terrible playlist from her phone through a speaker she brought from the school store.

      Pickle Pals is just corny enough of a name that the teens feel comfortable teasing us about it, and I love the back and forth as we sit down for lunch in the shade near the courts. The school lunches aren’t terrible—everyone gets a deli sandwich and an apple, although the milk cartons don’t seem appetizing in the heat. I’d say it’s a perfect day … until Colton passes out when he goes to serve.

      “Shit,” Newman shouts, rushing over to the fallen seventh grader, who struggles to get back to his feet even as I urge him to stay down. Soon, we are swarmed with concerned teens and I stand up to widen the circle as Newman tries to get Colton to drink some water.

      Kellie Vinelli, normally the perkiest person I’ve ever seen, has her phone out and I gather she’s calling the paramedics. She places a hand over the phone and asks, “Does anyone have contact information for Colton’s grown-ups?”

      Newman’s eyes widen. “I left the binder in the teachers’ lounge,” he says. “I got distracted with the lunch crates…”

      Colton pushes up on to his elbows. “My ma’s out of town for work this week and my grandma don’t drive.” He groans.

      I feel the urge to correct his grammar and I’m proud of myself when I tamp that down and squeeze Colton’s hand. “Doesn’t your grandma have a phone, though? Can we call her to let her know we called the paramedics?”

      Colton turns paler than before. “Mr. Rogers? We don’t have insurance. I can’t see⁠—“

      I hold up a hand. “Hey, buddy, you don’t need to worry about that right now, okay?” Honestly, I’m not entirely sure how all that works, but I vow to figure it out for him. Paying for care never even crossed my mind growing up, and it’s sitting at the top of Colton’s priorities, above his worries about his health. Kids shouldn’t have to worry about whether their families can afford to save their lives in a medical emergency. I hear Kellie Vinelli directing the ambulance crew up to the pickleball courts and I give Colton’s shoulder a squeeze. “We’re just going to make sure you’re okay.”

      The paramedics arrive and ask him a series of questions. All signs point to heat stroke, but because this happened on our watch, our principal insists that Colton get checked out at the hospital. “Who’s going to ride in with Mr. Bell?” She looks around at the staff, all engaged in calming down concerned teens they’ve corralled on the bleachers and out of the way.

      “I’ll go,” I say. I’m already squatting on the ground next to Colton, who cringes as the paramedic attempts to start an IV. Colton looks up at me, his eyes unfocused, and I swallow. I’ve never had a student with a medical emergency before.

      The paramedics load Colton onto the stretcher and start rolling him to the ambulance. I hear them talking about Colton’s rapid pulse and high temperature and I remember that none of us were drinking our milk with our lunch. Was Colton taking breaks for water? I’m hot and thirsty myself, but it doesn’t feel right to mention that. God, we should have been insisting they all stop for water periodically.

      The ambulance heads for the closest emergency department rather than trekking across town to the children’s hospital, and I’m blown away by how quickly they get Colton from the back of the ambulance into one of the treatment rooms. In the blink of an eye, the dark blue uniforms of the paramedics are replaced with the pale blue scrubs of hospital personnel.

      I stand pressed against the wall, listening to words like “tachycardia” get thrown around as people roll in IV carts and trays of supplies. And then I see that one of the people helping Colton is Amy Peterson.

      She crams a blood pressure cuff on his arm and one of those pulse checkers on his finger. She frowns at the numbers she sees on the machines. My jaw hangs open as I watch her squeeze his hand, look into his eyes, and assure him he’s going to be just fine. “I know you’re feeling lousy right now, bud,” she says. “Your body stopped sweating, so I’m going to get you comfortable.” He swallows and nods as Amy drapes a wet cloth over his forehead. “Your body temperature is really high, so we’re working to bring that down for you, okay? You’re going to do great, Colton.”

      She nods and some of the staff members leave the room. Amy stares at a clock on the wall and shakes her head, hurrying into the hall. She reappears a minute later with ice packs, which she gently places around Colton’s neck and armpits. “Hey, Colton? I’m going to slide this along your groin, okay?” Amy’s gentle as she works, using a tone of voice I’ve not seen from her before. This is an entirely different Amy—professional and capable; caring and so, so competent. She explains to him that she’s trying to bring down his temperature to help his heart slow down while we wait for the doctor to come in.

      I’m not sure whether hours pass or just a few minutes, but eventually I notice everyone has left the room apart from Amy, who continues to murmur soothing words to Colton as she monitors his IV and changes out the ice packs. Finally, a doctor comes in and declares that Colton’s in good hands.

      “Heat exhaustion,” Dr. Manidis says, squeezing Colton’s foot since he’s got IVs in both arms. “We’re going to get you re-hydrated, cooled down, and you’ll be on your way, kiddo.” She smiles warmly at Colton and Amy and notices me standing in the room. She frowns at me. “Are you Dad?”

      My eyes bulge. “Dad? No!”

      Colton coughs. “That’s my English teacher. Can I call my grandma, though?”

      “Of course,” I tell him, fishing my phone out of my pocket. “I’m not sure where your stuff got to, but you call home and I’ll check in with the school to see where your things are, okay?”

      He nods and accepts my phone gingerly, clearly unused to the restrictions of an IV line. “How long do I have to keep these in?”

      Dr. Manidis looks up at the IV pole. “I want to do at least two bags of fluids for you and assess your vitals. Should be an hour? Does that seem right, Amy?”

      I meet her eye as she nods her agreement with Dr. Manidis’s prognosis. “Heart rate’s coming down pretty quickly. Things are looking good.”

      The doctor claps Amy on the back. “You’re looking good, too, Peterson. How long until you upgrade?”

      Amy swallows and her eyes dart away from mine. She shrugs. Colton hands me my phone and says his grandmother is catching a ride to the hospital to pick him up. Amy smiles at him. “I’ll leave you two to talk,” she says, gathering up excess materials and organizing them on the cart she rolled into the room.

      She backs into the hall and I toss my phone back to Colton. “Hang on to that for me. I’ll be right back, okay?” He shrugs and starts scrolling through my apps as I chase after Amy into the hall.

      “Amy!” She doesn’t stop, rolling the cart toward wherever she needs to go to return the supplies. “Amy, wait!”
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      If I don’t turn around, I won’t have to face him. I won’t have to look into his face as he tells me I’ve blown my chance, missed the final opportunity to pass this class.

      I also won’t have to think about the inappropriate feelings I got seeing him come in with his student, how calm and collected he was telling Colton everything would be okay. So often, the patients and caregivers in the emergency department are frantic. Screaming, even. Doug was ice cool telling Colton he was in the right place.

      I found myself daydreaming about Doug squeezing my own hand and taking care of me sometime.

      “Amy!” I hear his deep baritone echo down the hallway as I hurry to the supply closet to return things and clean up a bit. After all, I do need to get out of here if I have any hope of making it to Doug’s class this evening. I wonder if he’ll be going, since he’s here with Colton. Discharge takes forever…

      “Amy, can you stop a minute?” I look up to see a hairy hand on the wall by my head and I can feel his presence behind me, warm heat at my back in the chilly hall. I swallow and turn around, meeting his dark eyes. He doesn’t have his glasses on today.

      I shouldn’t be looking at his eyes or taking note of his long lashes. Why do men have long lashes? I don’t often make time to spruce myself up, but when I do I always have to layer on the mascara. My lashes are stubby.

      “Can we talk?” His voice is warm and it melts my walls.

      I look over my shoulder and nod, gripping the handle of the cart a little tighter.

      “You weren’t in class last night.” He swallows and I love watching the slide of his Adam’s apple along his throat. God, Doogie has a good throat.

      I reach up for my own throat before I realize what I’m doing. “I know.”

      He sighs deeply and sinks against the wall. “Do you want to tell me what happened?” Doug runs a hand through his hair and a sweaty, dark lock drops across his forehead.

      “It’s work, Doug. It’s always work. And nothing will get better at work until I pass your class. Which I can’t do because of work.”

      He waves a hand around and blows out a breath. “We can work something out about the missed time. But is it really work keeping you from coming? Is there something else?”

      I bite the side of my lip, not sure what to say. Is there something else? I can’t very well tell him that coming to class means me sitting in the back row imagining him cradling me in his arms, whispering that everything will be okay.

      I stare at his shirt and shake my head. We stand in silence for a bit and I can smell him—a little sweaty, a little like sunscreen. I squint to read his shirt. “What even is pickleball?”

      Doug laughs and the sound starts to thaw my irritation. I’ve been irritated since the day Mom got sick, so it’s not a huge thaw. But a warm breeze at least. His smile is friendly. “It’s a long story. But hey.” He squeezes my shoulder and then a horrified expression crosses his face and he pulls back his hand. “Let’s talk about class. You can finish this, Amy. Your writing is decent.”

      “Gee, thanks.” I roll my eyes. I know I haven’t put in top notch effort. I’m just trying to float this one. I might not be trying too hard at even that…

      Doug shakes his head. “What’s the bare minimum you need to pass? C-plus?”

      “Straight C,” I tell him, shifting my weight and returning my hands to the safety of the cart handle.

      Doug scratches at his stubble. “Listen, if you at least turn in your last two papers, you can get a C, Amy. And, I mean, you have to show up at class.”

      I cross my arms over my chest. “I don’t want your charity.”

      His eyes bulge and he stuffs his hands in his pockets, shaking his head. “Are you serious? Charity? I think you’re incredible, Amy. You’re…” He swallows again. “Students like you are why I became a teacher.”

      I’m not sure what to make of that revelation. I know he doesn’t mean my classroom performance. Doug gestures around the hall. “You’re here every day in this stressful environment…saving people. You saved Colton. You saved him.”

      Now it’s my turn to stuff my hands in my pockets and hunch my shoulders. “Honestly, he wasn’t that sick. You could have given him a bunch of Gatorade and he’d have been fine.”

      “Don’t do that.” Doug’s expression is stern as he leans toward me. “Don’t minimize what you do here.” He puts his hand on the wall beside my head again and I can feel my own heart start to accelerate as much as that teenager’s had.

      I get the sense that he might kiss me.

      I can’t decide what I’ll do if he does.

      He moves closer, almost imperceptibly so, and I realize what I’m doing. I’m at work, in the hall outside a patient’s room, seconds away from plastering my lips all over my first-year comp instructor.

      I shake my head. “I have to go.”

      “Amy, wait.”

      I hustle away from him, nearly running. “I’ll see you in class later. I promise this time.”
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        * * *

      

      I leave Doogie—Doug—in the hall as I reset the supplies and get started on paperwork. The floor is oddly quiet as my shift draws to a close and it looks like I’ll be able to leave today with plenty of time to actually eat the food my sister packed me before my class.

      I head into the locker room to grab my stuff and try to remember if I got splashed with blood or barf today. I think it was a clean shift, so I keep my scrubs on as I roam out into the rare Pittsburgh sunshine. I walk up Fifth Ave a few blocks and plunk in the grass outside the Soldiers and Sailors Memorial to eat my food.

      I still don’t have a functioning laptop, but Doug said he’ll accept my hand-written scrawl if I can’t make it to the computer lab. I should be nicer to him. I bite my lip and pull out the folder, looking at this week’s assignment, wondering how much I could possibly finish in the next 45 minutes.

      For this persuasive essay, I’d like you to write a letter to a specific change maker. This can be an elected official, an administrator from an organization, etc. Your letter should argue for a policy change, offering examples and using specifics.

      Well, I don’t have to think very long about this one. I immediately think about how different our lives would be if we had universal healthcare, if my parents hadn’t had to re-mortgage their home and blow their savings on Mom’s treatment. But who’s even in charge of that?

      I eat the rest of my meal and think about work. I’m never in charge of any of the insurance stuff but I see plenty of people in anguish about costs. Hell, the kid who came in with Doogie was upset about being uninsured. I have to let all those memories go or I’d never sleep at night, thinking about families wrecked by the costs from a broken leg.

      I dust off my hands and decide I’ll write to the President of the United States. It’s not like I’m actually going to send it. I need to put someone’s name at the top of the paper. Once I start writing, I can’t stop. My hand aches as I scrawl out the realities my family has faced since my mother’s diagnosis. My parents have always worked hard. Have always paid their insurance premiums. We aren’t the freeloaders I hear old men complaining about in the waiting room. And here I am, working 50 hours a week while going to school full time, helping my father support my three younger siblings.

      The church bells start chiming the hour and it startles me. I realize I’ve been out here past the time when class is supposed to start, so I stop my “essay” mid-thought and rush off to class. Doug said if I turn something in I can get the C. It’ll have to do.
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