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For the OG group therapy crew.
And to everyone who is wondering whether that
character is you. It probably is.




Dictionary

ASCOM /azˈkäm/ n. 1 an internal hospital phone 2 the noise you hear in your nightmares 3 the thing you wish on your worst enemy

attending /əˈtendˌiNG/ n. 1 a physician who has completed residency and is responsible for training residents 2 a person who doesn’t want to work, but always thinks you are not working hard enough

chief /CHēf/ n. 1 a resident in their last year of training 2 a bitter and detached human who lacks all emotion

hospitalist /ˈhäˌspidlˈist/ n. 1 a physician who specializes in treating hospitalized patients 2 a hater of residents 3 a person who is impossible to please

intern /ˈinˌtərn/ n. 1 a first-year resident 2 an overworked, overwhelmed idiot 3 a fifth-year medical student

L&D /el (ə)n dē/ n. 1 labor and delivery 2 where babies deliver 3 the spiciest unit of the hospital

pimping /ˈpimpˌiNG/ v. 1 when upper levels ask increasingly more difficult questions to specifically make you look like an idiot 2 the best way to remind residents they’re at the bottom of the hierarchy

program director /ˈprōˌɡram diˈrektər/ n. 1 the attending in charge of a residency program 2 a man with an endless supply of chocolate

resident /ˈrez(ə)dənt/ n. 1 a physician in training 2 a person who works eight million hours per week 3 a peasant




Julian

JUNE, YEAR 1

What torture-loving freaks burn bonfires for pleasure in the muggy heat of a Texas June? We don’t do this back home—and I’m from Florida, the land of the crazies. The conversations around me hum as I stare into the flames. My thumb rubs a slow trail along the neck of my beer bottle.

I take a swig and frown.

Warm IPA.

Yum.

“Yo, Santini.” Maxwell DeBakey offers me a cold bottle. “You need a refill?”

I pour out the dregs of mine and take the new one. “Thanks.”

Maxwell settles next to me, the firelight flashing gold over his dark sweaty skin. “No problem.”

“Why are we having a bonfire in June?”

He shoots me a smile. “BrOB-GYN tradition.”

A flicker of amusement stills the bottle halfway to my mouth. “BrOB-GYN?”

He chuckles and shrugs one massive shoulder. “Male residents stick together. Otherwise, the women would eat us alive.”

Hmm. Would they, though? Would they really?

My lips press together to keep the instinctual sarcasm tucked neatly inside. Probably unwise to make waves before I’ve even started, but I can’t quite stop the sardonic grin at the irony clattering through my head—beware the assembly of females, for they will destroy the world!

I take another swig, and cold hops bubble down my throat. Maxwell starts his fourth year—his chief year—in a few days, whereas I start at the bottom. The lowly intern. My first year of residency, and one of only five admitted to the small Texas University OB-GYN program at TUMC.

I’m still not sure how I scraped by with a spot here. It’s a good program, and I wasn’t a shoo-in. Not only did my scores leave something to be desired, but the initials after my name aren’t the revered MD.

Julian Santini, DO.

Doctor of Osteopathy. The redheaded stepchild of the medicine world, thought to have chosen osteopathy because we couldn’t get into the more traditional allopathic schools.

I’m the only DO in the program. One of three in the entire hospital.

Back in March, thirty-five hundred doctors vied for fifteen hundred OB-GYN spots across the country, and somehow, I got one. Was it my interview? My letters of recommendation? Blind luck? Regardless, the stark awareness that I don’t deserve this means I need to tread carefully.

I have a lot to prove and very little faith that I can do it.

“You ready for next week, man?” Maxwell asks. “Labor and delivery is hopping. July first comin’ fast.”

My gaze strays to the fire. “I think so. Who decided to punish the runt of the litter by putting me on L&D first?”

I can’t help but wonder if they’re testing me. All service lines—labor and delivery, surgery, specialty rotations, etc.—are assigned by month, constantly rotating, and for some reason, I’m the first intern to cover the L&D floor. It’s not only the most arduous rotation, but also the one with the longest hours. Trial by fire.

Maxwell snorts. “Runt of the litter? Doubt it. Besides, I’m your senior. That ain’t punishment, bro. We’ll have fun.”

The ungodly heat rolling off the flames distorts my view of the men on the other side, all chatting with beers in hand. To my left, one resident regales two others about a surgical case from earlier that week. To my right, Maxwell settles deeper into his chair.

The house and backyard belong to Asher Foley, a soon-to-be third-year, and clearly a bachelor. I suspect he was in a fraternity at some point. The entire property is tricked out—fancy deck he claims to have built himself, gaming room with surround sound, full bar that takes up half his kitchen, and a cookie jar of condoms on top of his fridge.

Subtle.

The statement piece of his living room is a poster with elaborate and colorful cursive letters that reads I’m Not a Gynecologist, I’m a Vagician. Beneath the phrase is a rainbow watercolor cartoon of a hand pulling a uterus from a top hat. When I pointed at it, eyebrow raised, Asher insisted it was his Secret Santa present last year. Maxwell gave his head a subtle shake, then accused him of buying it on Etsy.

I had no words.

Of the twenty resident physicians in the program, only six are male. Four of the male attending physicians—our bosses—have also showed for the tradition tonight. I arrived not knowing the women were routinely excluded. Maxwell says they have their own traditions, but I’m doubtful.

I imagine what my sisters would say about this vaguely misogynistic ritual.

It’s disgusting, Julian. How could you participate in such behavior?

I’ll have to explain I was tricked into it when I talk to them later. Hopefully they’ll understand.

Being the brother of four older sisters is as annoying as it is amusing. Their lessons from my childhood have stuck in my brain, shaped me. One of their favorites: men who exclude women from work gatherings are likely chauvinists and probably have small dicks.

They’re often dramatic, but rarely wrong.

About the chauvinist part, at least. As for the other portion of that hypothesis. . . I try not to think about it.

“It’s not just a rumor,” someone says behind me.

Maxwell and I turn as Dr. Levine and Dr. Kulczycki, two of our attendings, approach from the house with fresh drinks.

“What’s not a rumor?” Maxwell asks.

“About the intern.” Dr. K waves a hand. “You know, the girl.”

Maxwell’s eyes widen. “Oh. That.” He turns toward the fire. “How do you know?”

Dr. Levine, his lean cheeks rosy from either heat or alcohol, gives me a bland smile. Firelight dances in his blue eyes, and his close-cropped gray hair doesn’t hide the sheen of sweat over his balding forehead. “Chen basically confirmed it.”

Dr. Chen, our program director? My curiosity piques, and I glance between Levine and K.

Dr. K snorts, scratching a hand through his dark hair, glasses falling to the end of his sweaty hooked nose. “Chen said he was looking into it. He didn’t confirm anything.”

Levine rolls his eyes. “We all knew it was true two days ago.”

“What’s true?” I ask.

Everyone turns toward us, quieting.

Maxwell swigs his beer. “We heard a few days ago that one of the interns got her spot by sleeping with someone in GME.”

What?

The Graduate Medical Education office serves as the liaison between the medical center and the accreditation council. In essence, they’re our governing board.

A twinge of cold tightens the muscles in my body as the past eight years flash through my mind—every pricey tutoring session and lost night of sleep, every illegal tablet of Adderall I bought off my friends because I didn’t have the time to get formally diagnosed with ADHD, every girlfriend who complained I studied too much and left me for someone else.

I’m not naturally studious. Getting to this point wasn’t easy for me. I mean, it isn’t easy for anyone, but there were bleak days over the past few years when I wasn’t sure I’d make it. When a few missed points on a board exam meant the difference between achieving my dream or walking away with no degree and a mountain of student debt. If some girl got her spot by dishonest means. . .

I tighten my hand on my sweating beer bottle.

Another of my sisters’ favorite sayings: unethical people are trash.

“I’m still trying to figure out which one it is,” says one of the two male second-years, Liam Heaney.

My fellow intern Kai catches my attention, mouthing, Did you know about this?

I shake my head. Kai Campisi is thin and taller than my six foot one, with sandy hair that’s perfectly slicked to one side. Even the one-million-percent humidity hasn’t managed to dislodge whatever product holds it in place. I met him two hours ago, but I’ve since learned he’s dry, straightforward, and gay. That last I only know because when he shook my hand he said, “You’re cute. Gay or straight?”

“Um. Straight.”

He dropped my hand and handed me a beer. “Too bad.”

We’ve been chatting on and off ever since.

Asher, the man of the house, breaks into laughter. “You’re kidding, right? Come on, Liam. You’ve seen their names. Of the three girls on that list, who is the most likely to fuck her way to the top? Raven Washington, the married woman with a toddler; Alesha Lipton, who had higher scores than any of us; or Sapphire Rose, the girl whose name could be plastered on a Las Vegas cabaret marquee.”

An inward wince follows that description. The same thought ran through my mind when the names of my co-interns made it to my inbox. I shoved it into the far reaches of my brain where the things I’m ashamed of live, like the time I ripped up my sister’s fancy art project because she told me my new haircut looked like thirteen-year-old Justin Bieber.

But really, what type of parents name their daughter Sapphire Rose and expect her to be taken seriously?

If this stripper-intern truly screwed someone for her spot, I might lose my goddamn mind.

Except. . .what if it isn’t true?

What if it wasn’t even her?

There’s always more to the story.

“You’re serious?” I glance at Dr. Levine. “She slept with someone to get in?”

Levine shrugs. “Told to us by a credible source.”

How credible?

A few days ago, Alesha Lipton invited me to a group chat with the other interns, and we’ve talked for days. The Sapphire in that group barely contributes, so I have no frame of reference, nothing that tells me to believe one way or another.

Despite the injustice boiling in my blood, I tell myself to hold out judgment. Wait for facts. Even though my attending basically confirmed it.

Ugh.

Does it matter in the end? No. This doesn’t concern me. It’s not my business.

Head down. Stay the course. Four years and you’re done.




Grace

JUNE, YEAR 1

My hands shake as I reach for the steering wheel. The GPS waits patiently for me to start my route, but the spiraling butterflies in my stomach have me pawing at the door handle. I’m going to throw up.

The door opens, and I lean into the humid night air. A deep breath clears the nausea. Another calms the flutters.

It’s just a party.

The residency mixer is supposed to be fun, a way to mingle and party with my soon-to-be work family. I’ll spend more time with these strangers in the next few years than my real family in California.

This is how you achieve the goal, Grace. This is what you’ve always wanted.

The dream of myself in that white coat—smart and successful and respected—has fueled my type A little heart since before I could remember. Being a doctor is all I’ve ever wanted. It’s the ultimate symbol that I’ve done something worthwhile, that no matter what anyone says, I’m someone to be taken seriously.

The thoughts don’t ease the crushing social anxiety that wraps around my chest like a corset.

What if they don’t like me?

I pull out my phone.

Me: I’m nervous

Mama: You’ll be fine, honey. Deep breaths.

I should’ve taken a beta-blocker. Instead, I’ve armed myself with the scarlet Louboutin heels I bought myself for graduation, and NARS Inappropriate Red lipstick. My long wavy hair has been styled into soft curls that fall down my back. My dress is, of course, red.

Anything but blue.

Sapphire.

With a slow breath, I back out of my parking spot and head to Dr. Chen’s house, where the residency mixer will take place. In the group text with my fellow interns, we speculated whether there’d be hazing, but Alesha Lipton talked to one of the second-years. Apparently, the welcome party consists of booze, camaraderie, and a lot of talk about vaginas—a staple in any conversation with gynecologists.

I have yet to meet my co-interns in person, but our group message leads me to believe we’ll get along well.

Pulling up to the corner lot, I grip my stomach while it reawakens with flutters. The street curb is clogged with parked cars, but I squeeze my Camry into a spot between a driveway and a blue SUV.

The house itself is a cozy cottage style, with lights glowing from every window. Mature trees dot the yard, and a quaint chimney rises to one side. A Japanese maple grows beside the stairs leading to the front door. I allow my hand to brush the crimson leaves as I pass.

My knock is likely drowned out by the chatter inside, and no one answers. With one last nerve-clearing breath, I let myself in. The room is packed. I force a smile at the first person I see—a handsome brown-haired man with a large grin, wearing a pink T-shirt. A cartoon uterus with buff arms is splashed over his chest. Beneath the uterus is the word Broterus.

I blink at it, a tiny laugh catching in my throat.

The man chuckles. “It’s breathtaking, I know.” He holds out a hand. “I’m Asher. One of the third-years.”

“Hi. Grace. I’m Grace.”

He glances behind me as I shut the door, like he expects someone else. “You with anyone?”

“Nope. Just me.”

His gaze roams my face. “You’re one of the interns, then? Grace?”

I smile. “Grace Rose.”

His eyes light up. “Ah. You don’t use your given name?”

“Not if I can help it.”

Laughing, he jerks his head toward the kitchen. “Let me get you a drink. What’ll it be?”

“Oh. Um. Wine, please?”

“Red or white?”

I wave a hand at my dress. “Red, obviously.”

He disappears into the crowd with a good-humored, “Obviously.”

The combined kitchen-living area is thriving with bodies. The faux-brick floors lend a Tuscan vibe to the space, and the custom finishes—from the marble countertops to the built in entertainment center—speak of wealth.

I lock eyes with a few people, smiling at each, but no one is eager to adopt me into their conversation. Wandering farther into the room, I examine the wood planks on the vaulted ceilings when my chest bumps into someone’s elbow.

A small splash of liquid on my ankle makes me wince. Not my shoes. . .

My gaze falls on the drink I knocked, a half-empty plastic cup, grasped in the most attractive hand I’ve ever seen.

Tanned, thin, long-fingered.

Elegant.

What a stupid thing to be attracted to.

As I take in the body attached to that hand, my skin flares with an odd, unexpected heat. He’s tall. Dark-haired. Dark-eyed. His jawline is like whetted glass.

He grins, little dimples appearing in his cheeks, kind crinkles around his eyes. “Hey.”

A portion of my anxiety unwinds. “Hi. Sorry.” I glance at my leg. “I’m wearing your drink.”

His dark stare locks on my ankle, then slides up my leg in a way I can feel, like his stupidly attractive hands are on my skin.

Whoa. Is it hot in here?

“Not a problem,” he says. “Though I think I ruined your shoes.”

I groan, staring at the sad stain in the silk bow at my ankle. “I loved these shoes.”

He winces. “I could spill some on the other shoe. Make it match?”

“Oh, you’d be good enough to do that for me?”

“Anything for you, er—” He lifts his eyebrows, clearly hoping for a name.

“Oh, I’m Grace.”

He holds his hand out, smiling. “Julian. Ruiner of shoes. Just please don’t tell my sister. If she finds out I killed a pair of heels like that, she’ll disown me.”

I give him a little laugh. “Your secret’s safe with me. So, wait. Are you Julian Santini?”

His smile falters, and his warm hand falls away from mine. “You’ve heard of me?”

I give him my full grin. “Of course. I’ve memorized all my co-intern’s names. You’re Julian Santini. The email said you went to LECOM?”

“The Bradenton campus.” Those dark brows knit together. “You’re one of the interns? You said your name was Grace?”

An awkward giggle bubbles in my chest, and heat rises in my cheeks. “Oh. I go by my middle name. My parents are hippies. They named me Sapphire.”

The smile drops off his face. His entire demeanor changes as he straightens. “You’re Sapphire Rose?”

“Er. . . Yes.” I take a step back.

A disbelieving laugh precedes a sharp, almost cold appraisal of my face. “Of course you are.”

My head jerks at his sardonic tone. “Of course—what?”

“Nothing. It’s nothing. Nice dress, by the way. Matches the shoes. Sorry about that.” He lifts his near-empty cup and retreats. “I have to refill—”

The crowd swallows him before he finishes.

Shocked, I glance around, meeting the eyes of a few strangers who smile politely before returning to their own conversations.

He. . .he left? Why?

The knot of anxiety in my chest tightens, then tugs on my tear ducts. I paste on a smile and make my way through the kitchen, passing by Asher with my drink. I lift a finger to keep him from following as I slip into the connected dining room and outside to the empty patio.

A firepit roars beside a table full of ingredients for s’mores. I bypass it all and step around the side of the house, letting the warm brick dig into my back.

Two tears spill, and I swipe at them, breathing through the bleak sense of loneliness and affront. What was that?

Around the corner, the door opens, and the voices of a few party guests drift toward me. I shrink farther into the shadows at the side of the house.

“Dr. Levine is lit tonight,” says a female voice.

A deep contemplative voice answers. “It’s taken me three years to decide, but I’m positive he and his wife are swingers.”

A few chuckles follow.

“She propositioned me at a party once,” says another male.

“Shut up,” Deep Voice says, the eye roll apparent in his tone.

“What happened to the red dress, Santini? Thought I might have an opening, then she talks to you and disappears.”

“That was Sapphire Rose. She introduced herself, and I left to get a drink. I don’t know where she went after.”

Another tear falls when I squeeze my eyes shut. He’d dismissed me. Surely he understands that’s not polite behavior?

Ugh. Why am I crying about it? Parties are too stressful.

“I know who she was,” says the first voice. “I was getting her a drink, cockblocker.”

Oh. It’s Asher.

“The rumor doesn’t bother you?” Deep Voice asks.

What? What rumor?

“Um. Did you see her? I’d give her a spot too if she’d put that mouth around my di—”

“Shut up, Asher,” Deep Voice says. “My wife is here.”

Wait, what the—

“I don’t mind,” comes the amused female voice. “Could she even find your dick, Asher? Like one of those stir straws, right? Girl would probably need a magnifying glass.”

A chorus of laughter breaks out, and a smile touches my lips. I’m glad I didn’t accept a drink from that douche.

“Yeah, yeah, Cat.” Asher’s voice is tinged with amusement. “You’re hilarious.”

Her feminine laughter drifts away. “Let me get you a refill, string bean.”

The door opens and closes.

Deep Voice sighs. “You’re such an asshole, Asher.”

“I know. But hey, if Dr. Rose fucks to get ahead, I can show her all the fast lanes. She’ll have the easiest intern year ever.”

My mind spins in a million directions. Fucks to get ahead. Why do they think that about me?

I glance at my red dress. My red heels. Maybe—

No. It’s not about tonight, or the way I look. These are preconceived notions.

Except, I don’t have sex to get ahead in life. I don’t have sex at all—not for the past two years. The last time had ended catastrophically—

It’s like fucking an ice queen.

Yeah. No thanks to repeating that. The switch on my libido is flipped to a permanent OFF.

Well, it was off until that demonically tempting hand flaunted itself in my face not ten minutes ago. Who knew hands could be so alluring?

But then he just walked away. . .

Oh, my god. He knew about this rumor, didn’t he?

My fingernails dig into my palms. The knot in my chest has my skin prickling, but my rising temper and the reminder of my last boyfriend has turned the butterflies to daggers. I step into the light, setting a hand on my cocked hip.

Julian’s dark gaze glints my way, catching on my face. He elbows Asher, who turns toward me, grin fading. Two other men stand with them. Other residents.

“What was that now?” I ask.

None of them speak. The fire crackles between us. Heat and smoke permeate the air with burned cedar.

“Who told you I screw people to get ahead in life?” I ask.

“Um—” Asher rubs his neck and glances at the other men. Does he think they’ll have some magical lifeline for him? Nuh-uhh, buddy. You’re screwed. “I think you misheard—”

I shake my head. A tear falls. “No, I think I heard quite clearly.”

None of them answer.

“It’s not true,” I say, swiping the tear away.

Julian turns away. The sharp edge of his jaw throws shadows over his throat. The others exchange glances, clearly perturbed by the irate female in their presence.

I stomp toward them, my heels clacking on the travertine pavers. “What exactly did you hear?”

Asher adopts an expression like someone asked him to inform his girlfriend he has an STD—one he didn’t get from her. “I don’t—know?”

The tallest of the four meets my eyes. I recognize him from his Instagram. Kai Campisi, fellow intern. “They said you got your spot by less than upstanding means.”

He’s an intern—hasn’t even started—and he already heard this about me?

My heart thuds as blood drains from my head, making me woozy. Four vaguely human figures waver in the heat above the fire, and the world fractures into starbursts as tears collect.

Years of similar incidents flicker through my mind. High schools boys snickering about giving them a striptease. College friends flippantly hinting I’d never need student loans. A bouncer at a club, upon checking my license, wondering whether I was the Sapphire Rose from PornHub.

Then med school. Oh, med school. And Matt.

“I didn’t screw my way into this program.” I cringe at the waver in my voice, but I want these words spoken, even if they don’t believe them. “I have no idea who said that about me, or why, but I worked hard to be here. My GPA was perfect and my test scores were solid. I did everything I was supposed to do, and I earned my spot fairly. Even if my name is Sapphire Rose.”

Kai tilts his head, studying me with a small smile. “Get ’em, girl,” he murmurs.

Asher’s face pales. “Whoa. Chill out.”

“Chill out?” I stomp my foot. “Seriously?”

The man I assume is Deep Voice stares at the ground, buff arms crossed.

Julian stills, the firelight glittering in his eyes like the flames of hell. Mouth tight, bottom lip pulled between his teeth, he taps his finger against the refilled plastic cup in his hand. I fantasize briefly about yanking it from his grasp, sloshing it in his face. Red wine would drip over that cut jaw and soak into his gray button-down. Ruin his clothes.

Would serve him right, since this is clearly why he walked away. He was kind and smiley, flirtatious even, then he heard my stripper name and made a snap judgment based on unfounded rumors.

What a dick.

I throw him a fiery glare. “I did nothing to you. You know nothing about me, and you judged me based on a rumor? Jerk move.” Heart pounding, I turn on my heel and clack away, traveling around the back of the house so I won’t have to face the partygoers inside. My ruined heels puncture the lawn as I hurry for my car, tears flowing freely. Why didn’t I think to wear waterproof mascara?

I’m in the street beside my car when my name stops me cold. A glance over my shoulder shows Julian trotting toward me.

“Sapphire—”

“It’s Grace.” I swipe at my tears.

“Right. Shit.” He throws his plastic cup to the ground, spilling the liquid inside, and offers me the remaining cocktail napkin. “Look, I’m sorr—”

“Who was I meant to have screwed?” I stare at his peace offering without taking it.

He stops short, three steps away. “What?”

“What bigwig was I meant to have screwed to get this spot?”

He runs a hand through his hair, ruffling the strands that lay over his forehead. “I don’t know. That doesn’t matter—”

“It does matter, actually. Funny that you didn’t judge the fictional man in this scenario. Only the woman.”

His dark eyes go wide. Incredulous. “That’s not—how would you know who and what I was judging?”

“Because you walked away from me mid-sentence. Felt pretty judgy.”

“That isn’t what I—that’s not—ugh.” He drags a hand over his face.

Yeah. This guy already played his cards, and I have the winning hand. “Men like you are the reason women can never get ahead.”

He cocks his head, voice hardened. “Men like me?”

“Misogynists. Men who accuse women of things they didn’t do. Men who assume because I’m pretty and wearing a red dress and have a porn star’s name that I’d spread my legs for anyone, especially if it came with benefits. You just called me a whore.”

“Did those words leave my mouth? I said nothing to you. I don’t want to be involved in scandals, so I excused myself. I’m sorry that hurt your feel—”

“They say there are two types of men who become gynecologists, Julian. Men who love women, and men who hate them.”

In the dark, his crooked smile is fiendish. “And you think I’m the latter? Based on a single conversation and a misunderstanding?”

“First impressions don’t take long.”

The laugh that rumbles in his chest is low and angry, and he halves the distance between us. “I could say the same about you. You just threw a temper tantrum in front of a bunch of strangers instead of addressing us like a rational human. You essentially stomped your foot and walked away.”

“I—”

“I’m sorry I considered for a second it might be true. I really am. I was told it was a fact by our attending, someone I won’t trust in the future, okay?”

My mouth falls open. My attendings were saying this about me?

His voice softens. “For what it’s worth, I believe you. You may think I hate women, but I don’t. I don’t even know you, and I hate seeing you cry over something like this.” He takes my wrist and presses the napkin into my hand.

Maybe it’s unfair, but all of my hatred for this situation lands squarely on him. I rip my hand away. “You’re a jerk.”

He lets out a bitter laugh and turns to leave, swiping his cup from the ground. “Nice. Thanks. Okay.”

“And now you’re just going to walk away?”

He spins. “What do you want me to do? How else would you like me to fix it? I didn’t start the rumor. I didn’t spread the rumor. All I did was walk away from you, and no one else bothered to come out here trying to make you feel better.”

“Screw you.”

“Screw you.” He throws an irritated arm into the air, waving toward my car. “Weren’t you leaving?”

I shoot him the deadliest glare I can manage. “You stopped me.”

“Well, nothing’s stopping you now.”

I growl and stomp over to my Camry, the automatic door unlocking at my touch. “Better get out of the road. I’d hate for you to get run over.”




Julian

JUNE, YEAR 1

The morning after the residency mixer, my sister’s forehead scrunches into wrinkles on my phone screen. “What the fuck, Julian?”

“She called me a misogynist, Tori.”

Her brown eyes blaze. “You accused her of something awful.”

I love all my sisters, but I’m closest to Victoria, who’s only eighteen months older than me. I don’t love the way she’s looking at me, though. “I didn’t start the rumor.”

“You threw it in her face.” She props her phone up in her bathroom and grabs a paintbrush. No, a makeup brush. Same difference.

“I did not! I walked away. And I tried to apologize. She wouldn’t let me. I felt bad for her and tried to help, but she was mad and took it out on me.”

Tori pauses in her efforts, throwing shade my way. “I say this with all the love in the world, but you’re a dick.”

I am a dick. I’d dismissed her outright, but she insulted me and wouldn’t even hear my apology, so she’s kind of a dick, too.

I shouldn’t have been so distracted by that dress, but for fuck’s sake, that dress was bewitching, and she had the shoes and devil-red lips to match. The woman is fucking gorgeous and for thirty seconds, my very straight male brain was befuddled. Sue me.

It’s why I couldn’t stop the flash of irritation when I learned her name. I’m human. I make mistakes. Then I reminded myself not to get involved. Be polite. Move on. Except. . .it’s not exactly polite to abandon someone in the middle of a conversation.

Why did I have to throw out that sarcastic apology?

Nice dress, by the way. Matches the shoes. Sorry about that.

I am so cringe. I got riled up. Said something dumb, and now I’m annoyed with myself. Annoyed with her. Annoyed with it all.

She cried.

I rub my temples. Stupid headache. “Yeah, I’m a dick. I don’t know how I can feel this bad and still be mad at her.”

Tori smears something on her skin. “What that guy said about her is gross.”

“Yep. Why do you think I chased after her?”

Something clatters into Tori’s sink and she turns toward me. “What does she look like?”

Like a human.

Red lips. White skin. Black hair.

Not enchanting.

Not at all.

“Like those little spiders that live at the top of our lanai.”

Tori snorts. “That pretty, huh?”

“A hot version.”

Okay, so her skin is more tan than white, and her hair is more brown than black, and she has the kind of face that makes a person want to keep looking, but she’s just as irritating as those spiders with the red spikes.

Men like you.

I scowl. “I’m not a misogynist.”

“You were standing with them. You walked away as soon as you knew who she was. Can you blame her for thinking it?”

“God.” I glare at Tori as she takes some black weapon to her eyelashes. “Whose side are you on?”

“Hers.”

JULY, YEAR 1

Day one. We call the summer spike in deaths at teaching hospitals The July Effect. The medical errors of bumbling new interns are so numerous, many are overlooked. Despite layers of oversight, interns lack experience, and mistakes are frequent.

As an intern, I find these facts a tad nauseating.

I am determined to not fuck this up.

My sisters’ encouraging first-day texts have the opposite of their intended effect. I’m reminded that I’m still a kid. A twenty-eight-year-old fifth-year medical student with some fancy letters after my name.

But not the good letters.

Six a.m. shift change, aka sign out, with the night resident—a bleary-eyed second-year named Whitney Couvelaire—goes smoothly enough. I complete rounds with few issues. At this lower acuity hospital, labor and delivery isn’t slammed, but Maxwell and I are the only physicians on the floor. Seven postpartum patients are tucked in. Three laboring patients and a busy OB triage unit take most of our time.

Between patients, we sit in the doctor’s dictation area. It’s a tiny computer room meant for charting, but it’s become a storage closet for educational dioramas, discarded instruments, suture and a bony pelvis replica with a doll named Darla used to teach the cardinal movements of labor. Darla wears blue overalls with a pink flowered shirt and has a teardrop tattoo. She’s lived a rough life.

Papers are taped and pinned to every surface. Medical algorithms, resident schedules, anatomic diagrams, all of it plastered with cartoon dicks, memes and handwritten, well-timed notations of that’s what she said.

“Look at this.” Maxwell points at his computer screen. “Bed two got the TUMC special.”

I glance at the monitor, open to the patient’s lab results lit up like a Las Vegas casino.

“Christ. Is there any STD she doesn’t have?”

“Syphilis.” Maxwell scrolls. “Oh, and HIV. I’m gonna let you tell her about her new hep C diagnosis. Good practice for you.”

“Thanks.” My voice is dry, but I scribble another line on my to-do list.

“This is why we don’t mess with dirty dicks, ladies,” Maxwell murmurs as he flips to another patient’s chart. “Doubt that asshole in the room with her will bother to get treated.”

He proceeds to ask me a series of questions. How do you treat chlamydia in pregnancy? Does she need a test of cure? When? What about trichomonas?

Medical pimping at its finest. At least Maxwell’s pimping style is nice. He shows me how to find the answer when I don’t have it, instead of chastising me and telling me my patients will die. My attendings definitely won’t be this civil.

My pager beeps and I frown at the digits x5373.

Leaning over, Maxwell groans out a sigh. “That’s the ER’s number. Welcome to your first ER consult. See what they want.”

I make the call, jotting notes, but my pen stills at a lilting feminine voice behind me. The sound creeps along my spine, and my skin pricks like it’s waking up after a long time without adequate circulation.

I sense a threat.

She’s behind me. I’m not sure how I know it’s her, but it’s definitely her. Tingles raise the hair on my nape.

When I hang up, Maxwell lifts his eyebrows, throwing a give-it-to-me sign.

I slide him my notes. “They have a consult for pelvic pain. I told them to get an ultrasound.”

Maxwell smiles and wags a finger at me. “Good man.”

My sigh of relief is subtle but calming. Even the smallest orders take on life-altering significance now that I’m the one in charge. Each go-ahead for Tylenol or TUMS has to filter through my safeguards. My easily distracted brain is already exhausted.

Maxwell returns his attention to our visitor and I turn toward her.

Grace Rose, standing in the dictation room doorway, wears powder-blue surgical scrubs, two pagers clipped at her waist and a rainbow of pens in her breast pocket. The giant mass of curls from two nights ago is contained in a messy knot, wisps escaping around her face. Without the red lipstick, a single freckle on her upper lip stares at me. Weird place for a freckle. Distracting.

I sigh and look away. “What are you doing here?”

“I had a second, so I escaped.” She turns to Maxwell. “Thought I’d come meet the senior on L&D.”

Aw, you didn’t want to see me too, Grace? I’m so sad. Even my inner voice is rolling its eyes.

Maxwell shakes her hand. “Sorry about the other night. I don’t believe any of it, just so you know.”

I throw him a raised eyebrow. That wasn’t exactly the impression I got. . .

Grace smiles. “That’s okay. And thanks.”

Oh, so she’ll accept his apology.

Nice, Grace. Guess we won’t be best friends.

Releasing her hand, Maxwell leans back in his chair. “What are you on this month?”

“General surgery.” Tight lines appear beside her mouth. “Four hours in, and it’s already draining my life force.”

“You don’t like surgery?” Maxwell asks.

“I don’t like surgeons.” She crosses her arms. “Or, I don’t like these surgeons.”

“Of course you don’t,” I mutter.

Maxwell chuckles. “We all deal with a bit of hazing.”

She scoffs and unclips a pager. “They gave me the penis pager.”

Maxwell pulls a breath through his teeth. “Sucks.”

I glance between them. “What’s a penis pager?”

“Urology,” they answer together, and Maxwell says, “A lot of old men who can’t pee.”

Grace throws a perturbed glance toward the ceiling. “Because that’s why I went into OB-GYN. To look at old penises all day.”

Maxwell laughs. I bite the inside of my lip. My pride won’t allow me to find her charming or funny. She’s a hypercritical shrew. End of story.

“My last consult had two propellers tattooed on his ass cheeks and was only too proud to tell me that he got them—” she deepens her voice “—so I can go deeper.”

Pride thwarted, I turn to my computer to hide my damning grin. Little Miss Priss has a sense of humor. Who knew?

“I think his junk not working is cosmic justice,” she says.

I don’t want to give her the satisfaction, but a snicker escapes anyway.

Her sparkling glare settles on me. “You think it’s funny?”

“It’s only funny that you’re suffering.” I shoot her a sarcastic smile. “Karma.”

“You’ll get your turn, Julian. Just wait.”

“It’s day one, girl,” Maxwell says. “Get used to being the scut monkey.”

Chastened, she bites her lip, hiding the freckle.

“I know.” She stares hard at me, narrowing her eyes in accusation. “Some people are just rude.”

Is that it, Grace? You think I’m rude? “Like us misogynists?” I ask, tone desert dry.

She opens her mouth to reply, but Maxwell interrupts her. “They’re general surgeons. They foist their misery upon others. It’s only a month. You can do it.”

“Dr. Rose!”

Grace spins in the doorway, nearly colliding with another resident, a man an inch shorter than her. Without smiling, the stranger takes a pointed step back.

Grace’s cheeks flood with color. “I’m—I’m sorry.”

The man I presume is her senior resident this month looks her up and down. “You’re not supposed to be on L&D. It’s time for lunch.”

Her mouth opens twice before anything comes out. “It’s nine-forty.”

“Eat when you can. Sleep when you can. . .” His head tilts, expectant.

“Um.” She glances at me and Maxwell, eyes wide and panicked.

I know the phrase he means—a popular one amongst surgeons—but I lift an eyebrow, refusing to help this sanctimonious woman. A bloom of pleasure spikes my blood as she chokes and stutters.

The surgery resident’s voice slows like he’s speaking to a toddler. “Don’t fuck with the pancreas.”

A muscle in her cheek twitches. “How was I supposed to know that, Dr. Halliwell? I’m a gynecologist. Why would I be near the pancreas?”

Dour Surgeon sneers. “I forget you guys aren’t real surgeons.”

I resist the urge to snort. What a douche.

Maxwell mutters, “Okay, Halliwell,” under his breath.

Grace’s knuckles whiten around the penis pager. “This coming from a man whose attending kicked him out of the OR this morning?”

Whoa. That won’t serve her well—even though the guy deserved it.

Halliwell’s eyebrows shoot up and his jaw hardens. “He didn’t kick me out—”

Maxwell stands, towering over the resident. “Take it easy on her, Halliwell, and stop being a prick.”

A faint smile appears on Halliwell’s humorless face. “I heard you guys let a DO in your program. Must have been really hard up.”

Ripples of heat spread from my face downward. My ID badge is flipped backward, so he can’t know that I’m the DO, but the reminder of never being good enough simmers in my bones. Like a virus replicating, it has insinuated into my very DNA.

Average student. Mediocre test-taker. Inattentive boyfriend. Too skinny. Too quiet. And now. . . DO.

I chose osteopathy. I wanted this.

Sometimes I wish I never had.

Fuck off, dickwad.

This is what I hate about medicine. The elitism. The hierarchy. The animosity between specialties. The malignancy.

This unfriendly surgery resident is everything that’s wrong with medicine and the tiniest shred of compassion rips through my distaste for Grace’s attitude. The poor girl has to be his slave for an entire month.

Maxwell shakes his head and reseats himself, not dignifying the asshole with an answer.

Halliwell smirks and motions for Grace to follow. “Come along, Doctor.”

She obeys but turns to mouth Thank you at Maxwell. She doesn’t spare me another glance.

“He’s got a raging case of short-man syndrome.” Maxwell spins in his seat, glancing at the fetal heart tracings. “But even if she didn’t sleep with someone to get in, that girl’s attitude is going to get her in trouble.”

I shrug. If it does, she’ll deserve it.

Maxwell jerks upright. “Shit!”

Startled, I turn to the monitor. Room eleven’s fetal heart rate has dropped to the sixties—far below the norm. Adrenaline rushes through my system as I fan through the empty textbook in my mind, trying to remember everything I’m supposed to do.

Maxwell rises and claps me on the shoulder. “The baby’s in distress. What are you going to do, Dr. Santini?”

Go assess the patient.

I hurry to room eleven. The patient moans as I enter, Maxwell following. Two nurses beat us there and have already placed oxygen. They roll the patient to her side. The patient’s husband stands beside the bed, whispering encouragement.

What’s her name?

Maxwell approaches the bedside. “Kaylee, how are you feeling?”

She moans again. “Hurts.”

Maxwell turns to me. “How would you like to proceed, Dr. Santini?”

I glance at the heart tones again. Still non-reassuring. My sweaty hands clench. Why can’t I think?

“Why don’t you check her cervix,” Maxwell says.

I nod and take a breath, donning gloves with nervous fingers. The slow beep, beep, beep of that baby’s heart is a noose around my neck. The rate is half my own.

I’m inexperienced and my cervical check is amateur. I’m fishing for anything that might be a cervix. Sweat gathers at my neck and temples. Kaylee screams as another contraction hits.

Beep. Beep. Beep.

Aha! My fingers slide into a ring about the diameter of a tennis ball. “Six centimeters.”

My gloved hand comes away with large clots of blood. Bright red saturates the bed beneath Kaylee. My stomach drops.

Maxwell raises his brows. “What do you want to do, Doctor?”

I don’t know.

I’m terrified.

Unpracticed and unprepared, I stare at the heart tracing—a flat line at sixty beats per minute.

“Kaylee, your baby’s in distress.” Maxwell approaches her bedside. “You haven’t dilated far enough to push and your bleeding has me worried something’s wrong.”

Fear clouds her eyes, and she wipes blond hair from her sweaty face. “Okay.”

“What does that mean? Is the baby okay?” her husband asks.

“It means we need to move toward delivery now. We’ll have to do a C-section. We’re going to call Dr. K.”

The husband visibly relaxes at the mention of our attending. Maxwell consents Kaylee for a Cesarean while the nurses prep. I stand useless off to the side, absorbing what I can.

Outside the room, Maxwell cocks his head. “What do you do next?”

“Call the attending.”

My report to Dr. Kulczycki is a stuttered mess, and he pimps the shit out of me over the phone while we hurry to the OR, and just like I thought, he’s not nearly so nice about it. He meets us there and continues to ask questions, digging deeper into my knowledge until I no longer know any answers.

He must think me competent enough because when we scrub in, he shoves me into the primary surgeon’s spot and hands me a scalpel. “Sink or swim, Dr. Santini.”

I’ve never primaried a C-section. I’ve observed dozens, memorized the steps, thrown a few sutures in the closure, but I’ve never cut my way down to a baby.

She has no epidural. No time for spinal anesthesia. The anesthesiologist has her asleep and intubated too quickly for me to run through the procedure again in my head.

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

He gives the go-ahead. With tingling fingers, I set the scalpel to her skin.

Splash and crash. That’s what we call it. Splash of Betadine and a crash C-section, reserved for true emergencies. I have the baby delivered within two minutes—not the fifteen seconds a seasoned attending might have done, but well within time to save his life. My senior and attending correct every wrong move before I can make it and the entire surgery takes far longer than a normal Cesarean, but mom and baby live through it.

And so do I. Sweaty, shaking and possibly in some sort of shock, but I’m alive.

Back in the dictation room, Maxwell is teaching me to put in post-op orders when Dr. K enters. “So, intern, did you make the right decision, taking her to section?”

I’m at a loss. Is that a trick question? The baby was in distress.

“Uh—”

Dr. K settles into a chair, hands over his midsection. His surgeon’s cap covers his curly black hair and his glasses reflect the multiple computer screens around us. “Review the case with me. Did you make the right decision?”

“The baby was in distress.”

He nods. “And?”

“And mom was bleeding.”

A wide smile spreads over his face. “But, Dr. Santini, bleeding is normal in labor.”

I scratch my jaw. “This was a lot of bleeding, though.”

“Ah.” His smile eases. “So what was her diagnosis?”

“She—she had a placental abruption.”

Dr. K’s eyes glint behind his glasses. “And what’s the treatment for an acute abruption?”

“Delivery.”

“Then tell me. Did you make the right decision, Doctor?”

“Yes.”

“Good answer.” Dr. K stands and walks away, throwing a last-second “Good job” my way before he disappears around the corner.

The adrenaline rush transitions into a surge of endorphins and I grin at the computer. “That was awesome.”

“Yeah.” Maxwell’s deep laugh resonates in his chest. “Nothing like a good crash section to get the blood flowing. Welcome to OB.”

Finally. The reason I chose this. All the late nights and years away from my family and massive amounts of debt will be worth it if I can learn to do this job well, to protect those who’ve received the shit end of the stick when it comes to health care.

Like my mom, who almost died when I was fifteen because her doctor didn’t listen, or my oldest sister, whose first pregnancy nearly killed her when a pulmonary embolism went undiagnosed.

I can do better for them.

I will save lives and today is the beginning.

*

The Red Hot Chili Peppers play in the background and ESPN is on mute while I stare at the massive textbook on my coffee table three days later. My one-bedroom apartment is furnished with hand-me-down items I obtained from Facebook Marketplace, but the large Samsung TV and Bose sound system I bought new—because, obviously. Not that they get much use with the twelve—usually thirteen—hour days I work.

I’m supposed to study.

I know this.

Everyone knows this.

Doctors study. That’s what we do. We’re the nerds who abandoned our social lives in college to become awkward med students and rack up hundreds of thousands of dollars in student debt.

After eight years of forcing myself to read the same information over and over again and still not retaining it the way other students do, I’m running on fumes.

Fumes with four more years to go.

Williams Obstetrics is more than a thousand pages of information I’m supposed to know and it doesn’t encompass even one-half of my specialty.

I take a swig of IPA and briefly wonder why I didn’t become an accountant.

You wanted this, remember?

The spine cracks when it opens for the first time, the smell of paper and ink wafting over me. I shudder at the fragrance, one that takes me back to long nights in a lonely study cubicle above my med school library.

I’m three paragraphs into the chapter on maternal physiology when a growl ripples in my chest and I hop off the couch. Pacing in my living room, I whip out my phone, Googling whether the book has an audio version—no—and if there’s an app—also no.

My fellow interns don’t share my distaste for textbooks and lectures and studying in general. Not that I’m surprised. Again, doctors are nerds.

Me: Did everyone but me read these assigned chapters?

Sapphire: probably

Me: Do you speak for the group now?

Kai: I read them

Raven: Me too. Twice.

Alesha: I did too, juju. sorryyyyyy

Sapphire: Told you

I scowl at the screen. Even in texts she’s annoying. Her prim tone filters through the screen into my amygdala, firing all the neurons dedicated to anger. I switch to Maxwell.

Me: Do I really need to read this stuff?

Maxwell: They assign the same shit every year. You read it this year, you won’t have to next year.

Maxwell: Or maybe you will. You got a thick head.

Me: good hands though

Maxwell: surgery aint everything, bro

Me: Chance to cut is a chance to cure

Maxwell sends a gif of Derek Shepherd from Grey’s Anatomy doing his surgeon thing, and I laugh, but the smile fades fast as the behemoth on my coffee table beckons. A sip of IPA and a narrow-eyed gaze don’t stop its
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