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Chapter 1. The Weight of the Night
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I clocked in at 6:52 p.m., two minutes ahead of my shift. The ICU hall smelled like bleach and stale coffee. The vents hummed in a way that made my ribs vibrate. My night shift world waited for me. Bright screens. Soft alarms. Families who slept in plastic chairs. Bodies that fought for one more day.

I tied my hair back and watched my reflection in the staff locker door. My eyes looked heavy. Dark circles smudged the skin under them. I had slept maybe four hours. My brain still ran through the last phone call with my mom.

Are you bringing someone to the wedding? Your sister said the seating chart is ready. She needs your answer.

She said it like I had one. Like dating fit between twelve-hour shifts, flip-flopped sleep, and a calendar that belonged to sick strangers. I had told her I was thinking about it. That was a lie. I had no one to bring.

I pushed the thought away and walked into the main unit.

Monitors blinked in rows. Pumps clicked. A nurse from day shift handed me a stack of notes. She spoke in a sharp, clipped voice as she rushed toward the exit. Her shift had drained her too.

“Two admits tonight,” she said. “One’s in Room Four. Post-op bleed. The other is still in the ED. They should bring him up soon.”

I nodded. “Got it.”

She left as fast as she came. That was how handoff went. Fast. Bare bones. No room for warmth when you were late for sleep.

I set my coffee on the desk. It was already cold, but I took a sip anyway. As the caffeine hit my tongue, I pulled up my patient list. Three stable. One critical. One admit on the way. A full night.

I checked on Room Four first. My patient lay still, chest rising in thin, cautious breaths. Machines tracked each beat and breath with sharp green lines. I adjusted a line that bent near the port and felt the soft tug of tape on my glove.

My brain ran through the checklist. Airway safe. Blood pressure borderline but steady. Urine output good. Dressings clean. I typed each update. Fast. Clean. Direct.

A loud tone rang from across the unit. The elevator alarm. That meant transport was here.

I straightened my badge and stepped into the hall.

The doors slid open. A stretcher rolled out. Two paramedics pushed it. One older, tired, eyes half-closed. The other... well, I did not know him.

He looked up at me with a slight smile, one corner higher than the other. His jaw had a day of stubble. His hair stuck up like he had run his hands through it one time too many. He wore a volunteer patch on his shirt.

“ICU?” he asked.

“Right. This way.”

His voice had a warm tone. Not flirty. Not bold. Just easy. The kind of voice that cut through chaos without force.

We walked beside the stretcher. The patient on it moaned in short bursts. The older medic gave me a quick rundown. Low blood pressure. Possible sepsis. Started fluids. Started pressors. Not much response yet.

I nodded through the details. Then the volunteer medic held out a small chart.

“Sorry for the mess,” he said. “The ED was slammed.”

He said it with a small laugh. Like he already knew how wild nights could get here.

I reached for the chart at the same time he did. Our hands brushed. A tiny shock moved up my arm, sharp and fast. I pulled mine back right away.

He didn’t react. Or if he did, he hid it well.

“Room Six,” I said. “I’ll take over from here.”

“I’ll help you move him first,” he said. “He’s heavy and he pulled at his line once already.”

Most medics did not offer extra hands once we reached the unit. They dropped the patient off and ran to their next call. But he stayed.

We shifted the patient over. He held the body with firm, steady control, like he had done this a hundred times. The older medic thanked him and went back to the elevator.

He stayed beside me while I checked the new lines, pumps, and vitals. He watched without hovering.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Evan,” he said. “Volunteer nights. I’m still in my training program.”

I nodded and kept working. “Good handoff.”

He smiled again. Smaller this time. “Trying my best.”

A code alert sounded from two rooms down. A sharp tone that cut through my chest. Evan stepped back.

“I’ll get out of your way.”

I was already running. My brain flipped into work mode. Strong verbs. Clear steps. Hands steady. I checked the airway, checked the rhythm, called for meds, called for a doctor. The whole team moved like one body. Fast. Tight. Focused.

The code ended after several long minutes. The patient stabilized. My scrubs damp with sweat. My lungs tight.

When I stepped out, Evan stood near the nurses station with a stack of unused blankets in his arms. He must have grabbed them during the chaos. His face held a question he didn’t press.

“You good?” he asked.

“Fine,” I said. “Thanks for the help.”

“Anytime.”

He meant it. I could hear it. Not heavy. Not intense. Just true.

I turned to finish charting but felt him watching for one more second before he left.

And that should have been the end of it. A simple handoff. A quick moment. Nothing that stuck.

But my brain kept pulling him back as I typed. The easy way he spoke. The steady way he helped. The calm he carried even when alarms screamed.

I did not want to think about him. I wanted to think about my patients, my notes, my sister’s wedding, and the fact that I still had no date.

Bring someone nice, my mom had said. Someone who can smile for pictures. Someone who makes you look like you have a life outside that hospital.

Her words clung to me like a tight band around my ribs.

The truth was simple. I did not have someone.

I checked on each room again. Adjusted meds. Replaced an IV. Smoothed a sheet. My body moved on routine, but my thoughts drifted back to Evan. Not in a dreamy way. Not in a silly way. More like a curious itch I could not ignore.

Why had he stayed? Why had he helped? Why did his smile stay so clear in my mind when most faces blurred into stone after a long shift?

At 2 a.m. I sat with my cold coffee. The unit was quiet for a change. Soft breaths. Slow beeps. A moment to breathe.

My phone buzzed. A message from my sister.

Please tell me you have a date.

I shut my eyes. I typed working, then deleted it. I typed stop asking, then deleted that too. I typed nothing.

I set the phone down and stared at the floor. The Zeigarnik effect kicked in. My brain refused to let the unfinished stress go. The wedding. The questions. The silent pressure.

I took a long breath and stood. Work always offered relief. Tasks. Clear steps. No small talk.

A light above the hall flicked twice. The elevator buzzed. Another transport.

Of course.

I walked over as the doors opened.

And there he was again.

Evan stepped out with another patient. A different stretcher. A different case. Same steady presence.

He looked just as surprised to see me.

“We keep meeting,” he said.

“It happens,” I said.

He gave the case details. I listened. Our hands brushed again, same as before. Same spark.

I told myself it meant nothing. I told myself I had work to do. I told myself I did not need more pressure than I already had.

Still, as he turned to leave, he glanced back and held my eyes for one slow beat.

Something shifted. Small. Quiet. But sharp enough that I felt it.

The kind of thing that starts a story even when you are not ready for one.

I turned back to the room. I had a job to do. My shift was only half over. But a new thought threaded itself through the rest of the night.

Maybe I did not need a real date. Maybe I needed someone who could pretend.

I pushed the thought away. But it stayed close. Close enough that it waited at the edge of my mind, ready to pull me in later.

And I knew it would.
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Chapter 2 — Next Shift.
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I clock in a little after six. My badge sticks when I swipe it, like it wants to keep me outside. Maybe that’s a sign. Maybe I should have stayed home and slept, but night shifts don’t wait for anyone. They sit here, steady and cold, until someone walks in and picks them up.

I pull my hair back and tie it tight. I breathe in the sharp scent of bleach. The halls hum with the same low buzz I’ve known for years. Machines beep. Phones ring. Someone coughs in the waiting room. A tired family whispers by the window. The ICU never sleeps. It only shifts. It only adjusts. It pulls you in and keeps you.

I check the patient list on the central screen. One new admit. Two I had last night. One stable. One hanging on. Nothing new. Nothing worse. Nothing better.

Then I hear his voice.

“Hey, night owl.”

I turn. And there he is. Liam, the volunteer paramedic who said yes to being my plus one for a wedding he has no reason to attend. His hair looks a bit messy, like he ran his fingers through it while rushing in. His uniform shirt hangs loose, not sloppy, just lived-in. He leans on the counter like he owns the place. He doesn’t. But he stands like he might someday.

I tell myself to act normal. He’s just a guy. A guy I talked to once. A guy who said yes to a fake date. A guy who has no clue why that still sits in my chest like a warm pebble.

“Didn’t expect to see you tonight,” I say.

“We had a call close by. Thought I’d drop off charts myself.” His smile edges up. “Plus, I knew you’d be here. You look more awake than last night.”

I don’t feel more awake. But I won’t say that.

“You on until six?” he asks.

“Seven. Double hour for report.”

“Rough.”

“It’s fine.”
That’s my answer to everything. It’s fine. Not good. Not bad. Just fine.
He taps the counter with one finger. “How’s your patient in Bed Five?”

“Holding on.” I pause. “Barely.”

He nods. “You ever get used to that?”

“No.”

His face softens a bit, like he didn’t expect that answer. He probably thought I’d give something brave or steady. But truth lives easier at night. Maybe that’s why I said it.

The charge nurse calls my name from across the desk. I glance back at her, then at him.

“I should get to work,” I say.

“Same.” He steps away, but his eyes stay on me for a beat longer than needed. Then he turns toward the elevator.

I hate that I watch him leave.

I love that I watch him leave.

I hate that I notice the way he walks, calm but alert, like he’s always half-ready to run toward danger.

I love that he smiled at me first.

I tell myself this is nothing. Just a shift. Just a guy. Just a fake date I should never have asked for.

But the thought hangs in the back of my mind. Like a drawer left open. Like a beeping alarm that no one turns off.

Maybe it’s not nothing.

8:15 PM

The shift snaps into motion fast. Bed alarms chime. I adjust lines. I chart vitals. I update families who grab my hand like I can fix the world. I give meds, check drips, hang new bags. I feel the hours push at me one after another.

Around eight, Liam reappears. He comes back with a stretcher and a new patient. No sirens this time. Quiet drop-off.

He wheels the stretcher into the hall. “Back again,” I say.

“You make the rounds less boring.” His tone is light, but his eyes scan the room in a way that tells me he’s still in work mode.

“Who’s this?”

“Male, mid-fifties. Chest pain. BP dropped on the ride.” He moves so close that our shoulders nearly touch. Not on purpose. Just tight space. But the heat of it catches me.

I help him settle the patient into an ICU bed. He hands me the chart as I start the first steps of intake.

He watches my hands. “You’re fast.”

“You’re slow,” I shoot back.

He laughs under his breath. It’s not loud. Not big. But it feels close.

While I run through vitals, he gives me the report. Clear, short, direct. No fluff. No drama. It hits me that his voice stays steady even when the news isn’t good. Something about that draws me toward him more than I want to admit.

When we finish, he says, “You need anything else?”

“No. Thanks.”

He steps away, but before he walks off he adds, “Tell me if he drops again.”

“You’re not on duty anymore.”

“Doesn’t matter. I’ll be close.”

I blink once. The line hits harder than it should. I want to tell him that’s not his job. But I also don’t want him to leave.

He leaves anyway, but slower this time.

10:40 PM

The night drags. My feet hurt. I refill IV bags for the fourth time. I fix a monitor that keeps losing signal because the leads sweat off my patient’s chest. Bed Five’s dad brings me a snack bag because he thinks nurses forget to eat. He isn’t wrong.

I’m heading to stock meds when I spot Liam again. He leans against a wall by the elevator, reading something on his phone. He looks up when he hears me.

“You’re still here?” I ask.

“EMS is slammed. Waiting on a ride for the next call.” He pockets his phone. “You holding up?”

“I’m fine.”

He tilts his head. “You always say that.”

“That’s because it’s true.”

“Your eyes say no.”

I pause. “My eyes say I need coffee.”

“That too,” he says.

He follows me down the hall. I don’t tell him to. I don’t want him to stop. He slows his steps to match mine. It’s a small thing, but it catches me in the ribs unexpectedly.

“You sure you’re okay with the wedding thing?” I ask.

“Are you backing out already?” His tone is warm.

“No. Just making sure you didn’t say yes out of pity.”

“I don’t pity you.” He presses the elevator button. “I said yes because you looked like you wanted to ask but didn’t think I’d say yes.” He keeps his face straight. “Plus, your face when you asked was the best thing I’d seen all day.”

Heat hits my cheeks. I hate that I blush. I hate that he sees it. I hate that I can’t stop.

“I was tired,” I say.

“You were cute.”

I cough, then pretend the cough is from dry air.

The elevator dings. He steps in. I stay in the hall.

“You coming?” he asks.

“No. Need to grab supplies.”

He nods once. “Don’t run off on me. I want an update on Bed Five when I get back.”

“You’re very pushy for a volunteer.”

“And you’re very stubborn for someone who hasn’t slept.”

The doors slide shut before I can argue.

1:03 AM

The night turns sharp around one in the morning. Bed Five crashes. I hit the code button. The room floods with bodies. Voices rise. Orders fly. I start compressions before the doctor arrives. My arms burn. Sweat drips down my neck. I count each push. I don’t think. I just keep going.

Then, right in the chaos, I see him. Liam pushes through the door. He spots me first, then the patient. He doesn’t step in unless I ask, but he stands close enough that I feel his presence steady my breath.

The team works fast. The doctor shocks the patient. Once. Twice. Three times. I switch out with another nurse. My hands shake.

After minutes that feel like a long, dark stretch of nothing, the rhythm finds its way back. Weak. But there.

We all exhale at once.

When the room clears, I lean on the door frame to catch my breath. My arms feel like lead. My throat feels tight, but I won’t cry here.

“You okay?” Liam asks.

I turn toward him. His face holds no jokes now. Just quiet concern.

“I’m fine,” I say.

“Try again.”

I swallow. “I don’t know.”

He nods. “That’s a real answer.”

I press my hands to my knees. “He’s too young.”

“Most are.”

We stand there, breathing in the stale room air. I don’t know why, but I let my shoulder drop against the wall. He stands close. Close enough that our arms brush.

“Want water?” he asks.

“No.”

“You need to drink.”

“I said no.”

He watches me for a moment. “Okay. But if you faint, I’m claiming I warned you.”

The corner of my mouth lifts. I don’t mean for it to. It just does.

2:45 AM

I check on Bed Five again. Stable. For now. I watch the rhythm on the screen like it’s a fragile thing. Maybe it is.

I step out into the hall. Liam sits in a chair beside the wall, half-awake, half on edge. When he hears me, he stands.

“How is he?”

“Alive.”

He nods like that’s all he needed to hear. “You look beat.”

“You don’t look so hot either.”

He rubs the back of his neck. “Haven’t been home yet.”

“You should go.”

“I will. After one more run.”

“You don’t have to stay here,” I say.

“I know.”

But he doesn’t leave.

He studies me like he’s trying to figure out something I haven’t said. I shift my weight. I don’t like being seen. Not like that.

“Stop staring,” I say.

“Can’t help it.” He shrugs. “You look like you’re about to think too hard.”

“I always think too hard.”

“Yeah. I noticed.”

His honesty hits me harder than I expect. It pulls something open in my chest, just a crack. Enough to feel raw.

“You’re weird,” I say.

“You asked me to come to a wedding with you.” He grins. “Pretty sure you win that round.”

I bite back a laugh. “I forgot about that.”

“No, you didn’t.”

He’s right. I didn’t. It’s been sitting in my head all night. He stands there with easy posture and warm eyes, and I can’t decide if this whole fake date plan was smart or reckless.

Maybe both.

Before I can speak, he glances at the clock. “I have to head out.”

I nod. “Be safe.”

“You too.” He backs away a step. “Try to breathe. And sleep after your shift.”

“Bossy.”

“Someone has to look out for you.”

The words hit deeper than they should. There’s no reason they should hit at all. We’re strangers. We barely know each other.

He gives one last look, then walks off. Not rushed. Not slow. Just steady.

I watch him go.

I tell myself to stop. But I don’t.

4:20 AM

The floor grows quiet. Not calm. Quiet. The kind that makes you tense because you know it won’t last. I check charts. I check drips. I check alarms even when they’re silent. Habit keeps me upright.

I take a break in the small room near the nurse’s station. The lights buzz overhead. A coffee cup from someone else sits on the counter. I grab a bottle of water and sip it slow.

For a moment, I let myself think about the wedding. My dress waiting at home. My sister’s loud laugh. My mom’s sharp questions. Who are you bringing? Why haven’t we met him? Why don’t you ever date?

Now I have an answer. A fake one. But still an answer.

I picture Liam standing in front of my family. Tall. Calm. Hands in pockets. Soft grin. For a second the thought feels too real.

I shake it off.

This is pretend. A quick fix. A simple plan I made while tired.

But the shift isn’t even over, and something already feels different. Not big. Not huge. Just a pull. A thread. A door half-open.

I don’t know what to do with that.

6:55 AM

Report comes slow. My words drag. My throat feels dry. But my head stays clear enough to get through it. When I finish, the day nurse thanks me. I give her a tight smile and head toward the exit.

As I walk out, early sunlight spills through the long glass windows. The sky holds soft pink edges. It feels too gentle for a night like this.

Then I hear someone call my name.

I turn and see him again. Liam walks toward me, tired but awake enough to look steady.

“Heading home?” he asks.

“Yeah.”

“You okay?”

“I will be.”

He nods. “Good.”

We stand there, both too tired to pretend we aren’t tired. Both trying not to say anything that makes the air weird. Both caught between work and something else.

Before I step away, he says, “Text me if you need a ride home tomorrow. I’ll be around.”

“I can drive.”

“I know. Just offering.”

I nod. “Thanks.”

He holds my gaze for a moment. Not long. Not short. Just enough.

“See you next shift,” he says.

And he walks off toward the lot.

But this time, he looks back once.

And I can’t shake the feeling that something important just started, but I won’t know what it is until it lands right in front of me.

The thought stays with me the entire walk to my car.

A door left open.

A line half-drawn.

A question without an answer yet.

And I know the next shift won’t feel the same.

Not after tonight.

Not after him.
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Chapter 3 — The Ask.
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I wake up late the next afternoon with a dry mouth and a headache behind my eyes. Sunlight cuts through the blinds and lands right on my face. I shove my blanket off and sit up slow. My body still feels like it’s trapped in last night’s shift.

I check my phone. One missed call from my sister. Two messages from Mom. Both ask the same thing they’ve asked for weeks.

Do you have a date yet?
We need a name for the seating chart.
I drop the phone on the bed.

Then I pick it back up.

I stare at the screen for a long minute before I open my contacts and scroll to a number I added last night but didn’t plan on using.

Liam.

I shouldn’t text him. Not when I’m tired. Not when the idea still feels strange. Not when I barely know him.

But the wedding sits three weeks away. My family won’t stop asking. And he already said yes, even if I still don’t know why he agreed so fast.

I type:
Are you awake?
I hit send before I can change my mind.

I pace in a slow loop around my room until my phone buzzes.

Barely. You okay?

I type back:
Yeah. Thanks for checking in last night.
Anytime. You still need that plus one?

My fingers freeze.

I didn’t even bring it up. He did.

If the offer still stands.

It does. You want to meet later to figure out the plan?

I read that line twice. Maybe three times.

Sure. When?

I’m done at seven. Coffee after?

Okay.

Cool. Try not to fall asleep in the middle of the street or something.

I roll my eyes but feel a smile start anyway.

7:12 PM

We meet in a small coffee shop near the hospital. The tables sit close together, and the air smells like warm bread and burnt sugar. I get there first and pick a booth in the back.

He walks in a few minutes later, hair damp from a quick shower, shirt clean but wrinkled like he didn’t have time to smooth it out. He spots me and gives a short wave before sliding into the seat across from me.

“You look like you slept,” he says.

“I did. You look like you didn’t.”

He rubs the back of his neck. “EMS had two late calls. I grabbed a shower at the station.”

“You still good for coffee?”

“I’m good for anything that keeps me upright.”

I push a cup toward him. “I ordered for you.”

He glances at it. “How’d you know what I drink?”

“I didn’t. I guessed.”

He takes a sip. “Good guess.”

We sit in a short stretch of quiet. Not awkward, just charged. Like both of us know we need to talk about the wedding but neither of us wants to open that door first.

I break.

“So,” I say, “about the plus one thing—”

He grins. “Here we go.”

“I’m serious.”

“I can tell.”

“I want to make sure you’re okay with this. It’s not a small thing. It’s an all-day event. My family is loud. My mom asks a lot of questions. My sister will take photos of us all night. This isn’t a quick five-minute favor.”

He leans forward a bit. “I didn’t think it would be.”

“I’m not sure you get how intense my family can be.”

He shrugs. “I can handle intense.”

“You say that now.”

“And I’ll say it later too.”

His tone is easy, but his eyes stay steady. He isn’t joking. That part throws me off.

I fold my hands on the table. “Why did you say yes? You barely know me.”

He holds my gaze without blinking. “You looked like you needed someone in your corner.”

The line hits something soft inside me, and I hate how fast it hits.

“I don’t need a savior,” I say.

“Didn’t say you did.”

“Then what is this?”

“A date. A fake one.” He takes another sip. “Unless you want it to be real.”

My breath catches.

He laughs. “Relax. I’m kidding.”

But I can’t tell if he’s kidding. Not fully.

Before I can respond, he adds, “Look, if you want out, I won’t be offended.”

“I don’t want out,” I say.

“Good. Because I already told my partner I have a wedding coming up. He asked if you were my girlfriend. I said... something vague.”

“What does ‘vague’ mean?”

He looks at the ceiling like he’s buying time. “I said we’re seeing each other.”

My mouth drops open. “We’re not.”

“Not yet.”

I smack his arm with the straw wrapper. He grins like he deserved it.

But beneath the joke, I sense something else. A pull. A spark. A shift I didn’t expect.

I clear my throat. “Okay. If we’re doing this, we need a plan.”

“Shoot.”

“Rules. Boundaries. Details we stick to so the story works.”

He raises a brow. “Story?”

“My family will assume we’re dating. We need to be on the same page.”

“Alright,” he says. “Hit me.”

“First: limited physical contact.”

“Define limited.”

“No kissing.”

He holds up both hands. “Fine. No kissing. What else?”

I try not to stare at his mouth when he says the word kissing. It doesn’t help.

“Second: we don’t lie about big things.”

“Such as?”

“Our lives. Our jobs. Our pasts.”

He nods. “Fair.”

“Third: you don’t flirt with me in front of my family.”

He doesn’t answer right away.

“Liam?”

“Can I ask why not?”

“It’ll feel weird. And fake.”

“Maybe fake,” he says, “but not weird.”

A hot flush creeps up my neck. “Fourth rule,” I say, “don’t say things that make my face turn red.”

“I can’t promise that.”

“Liam.”

“Okay, okay.” He lifts his coffee in a mock toast. “I agree to the rules.”

I exhale. “Good.”

“But,” he adds, “I have one rule too.”

I lean back. “What is it?”

“You don’t treat me like a stranger. If we’re doing this, even fake, you need to actually talk to me.”

“I talk to you now.”

“You talk around me,” he says. “Not to me.”

That hits deeper than I expect.

I open my mouth, then close it. “I can do that,” I say.

“Good.”

We sit there again in a small stretch of quiet, but this time it feels different. Warmer. Less guarded.

Then he leans in and lowers his voice. “Tell me one thing your family doesn’t know about you.”

“I’m not playing that game.”

“It’s not a game.”

“It sounds like one.”

“Humor me.”

I think for a long ten seconds. “I hate crowds. They drain me.”

He nods, like he already guessed that.

“My turn,” he says. “One thing my family doesn’t know about me: I almost quit EMS last year.”

“Why?”

“Burnout. Too many calls. Too many losses. I didn’t tell anyone. Not even my partner.” He shrugs. “I stayed because of one patient. He made it. Thought I owed it to him to stick around a bit longer.”

His voice stays even, but something tight crosses his face. I don’t push.

Instead I say, “Thank you for telling me.”

“See?” he says. “This works better when we’re real with each other.”

I nod. “Yeah. It does.”

After Coffee.

We walk out together. The sidewalk glows under the streetlights. Traffic hums on the road behind us.

“You sure you’re okay doing this?” he asks again.

“Yes.”

“You don’t look sure.”

“I’m sure.”

“You’re a bad liar,” he says.

“So are you.”

He grins. “Good thing we’re lying together then.”

I swat his arm again, but I can’t help the smile that slides up.

We stop by my car.

He leans on the door frame and studies me in the same quiet way he did last night, like he’s trying to read something in me. It makes my breath catch.

“I’ll see you next shift,” he says.

“Yeah.”

“And if your family scares me, I’m blaming you.”

“They will scare you.”

“I kind of hope they do.”

I laugh before I can stop myself.

He steps back, gives a small wave, then heads toward the lot.

I watch him go.

I shouldn’t. But I do.

A thought settles in my chest, sharp and light at the same time:

This fake thing might get out of hand.

And the part that should worry me doesn’t.

Not at all.
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Chapter 4 — Fake Dating Rules.
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I pull into the hospital lot ten minutes before my shift. The sky hangs low and gray, heavy with that slow, humid air that makes everything feel sticky. I grab my bag and badge, then sit for a second with the engine off. My heart beats faster than it should for someone who’s about to work twelve hours. I blame the lack of good sleep. Or maybe coffee. Or maybe the fact that I’m about to see the guy I roped into a fake date.

I check my phone. One text from Liam:
On my way. You okay?
I type back:
Yes. You?
Alive. Barely.

I smile at the screen even though I try not to.

7:04 PM

When I enter the ICU, he’s already there, leaning on the counter with a chart in hand. He looks tired but better than last night. His hair is still damp from a quick shower at the station. He spots me first.

“Hey,” he says.

“Hey.”

He stands straight. “Ready for round whatever this is?”

“No one’s ever ready,” I say.

“That’s fair.”

We walk toward the central board. Bed assignments look strange tonight. Four open spots. That won’t last. Nights with too many open beds always end with alarms and wheels and voices raised over machines.

“Any new rules for our wedding plan?” he asks as we scan the board.

“Not yet.”

“You sure? You look like you made a list in your head.”

I press my
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