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      Doctors’ offices. I hated them.

      Nothing could have been worse for this sixteen-year-old than spending most of my free time in one doctor’s office or another. And believe me, I’ve been through a lot of them. Most, I think, got their degrees online, or watched YouTube videos. I didn’t even think they were real doctors. Only wannabes.

      My problems started the summer I turned fourteen—a little over two years ago. The symptoms weren’t noticeable at first, just tiny blips in the corners of my eyes that made me turn my head to look. Nothing was ever there. Then came the dizziness at odd moments. Next, the thundering heartbeats I felt all the way into my ears.

      When I told my parents, my mother practically rushed me to the first doctor—our GP—and I was subjected to a battery of tests that seemed more related to a prescription for torture than healing.

      When all the tests came back within normal limits, I asked for a second opinion. I was told in no uncertain terms that labs don’t lie. Well, they might not lie, but they sure as hell could miss things.

      Next came the allergist, then the neurologist, finally a psychologist, because apparently if they couldn’t find what ailed me in my blood, it must have been in my head.

      Yeah, right.

      Assclowns.

      My contempt for the medical profession grew as the visits piled up and answers continued to evade.

      Which brought me to the current doctor who was supposed to specialize in hard to diagnose illnesses. To say I held little hope for an answer was putting it mildly.

      I turned a page in the magazine I glanced through in the waiting room. I swore every doctor in Blackwell had the exact same subscriptions, and they all sucked. Nothing interesting or even entertaining. I rolled my eyes as I flipped past an article on getting that Hollywood look for less.

      I tucked my jaw length hair behind my ear where it kept slipping forward. About a year into my medical mystery, I went gonzo and cut my waist-length hair up to my chin. Ever since then, I’ve been hacking at it, making it shorter and spikier each time I got hold of the scissors.

      I heard my dad tell my mom it was my way of taking control over a situation where I felt helpless. To me, it was having one less bullshit thing to deal with.

      The door to the exam rooms opened, and a short, round nurse of about fifty glanced around the waiting room. “Nash.”

      I let my mother stand first. Damn, I was tired of this song and dance. I wanted answers. At this point, I didn’t really care what they were as long as I—we—got them.

      “Come on, Peony.” My mother never let me down. Never made me feel as if I was doing this all for attention, despite what I’d overheard some of the doctors say. My mom was made of awesome.

      I smiled at her and put my hand in hers, so she could lever me up. Not that I needed the help physically; it was more an emotional thing.

      I scratched at my arm, and my mom shot me a worried look. The itching never got better no matter what I used. Even the dermatologist said it was all in my head—there’s not a thing wrong with my skin.

      I beg to differ.

      We followed the nurse to the scale where I was weighed and told I was under the growth curve. Hell, I could have told her that without the scale. I was sixteen years old, barely topped out at five feet and hadn’t yet reached one hundred pounds. Well, on days when I’d eaten an entire bag of salt and vinegar chips, maybe, because they tended to make me swell.

      The nurse gave my mom the side-eye. Mom is tall, curvy with dark hair the color of mink. Both my parents look like they came from Amazon or Viking stock. I’m adopted, so my genes are completely different, and I will never catch up to them in height or weight. I’m not made of the same material. Though I wished I knew my birth parents—if only for the medical information they could provide—I’m well-adjusted enough to realize the parents I have are the ones who wanted me.

      Though there was that one night when everyone was in bed and the house was still and quiet. Sound carried in a house built before the Civil War as if the wood conducted not only the vibrations but recorded the memories. One particular night, I’d heard my parents talking in bed. My father asked my mom if this was all a manifestation from my biological parents.

      What if the problems inherited from them had never been disclosed?

      A terrifying thought, especially considering the psychologist found me to be bright, engaging, and normal for a young lady my age. And yes, he did call me a young lady, which made both me and my mother smile when we discussed it after the appointment.

      We were led into an exam room. Most of these are set up along the same lines. Two chairs, an exam table, computer screen where the patient could look up medical related topics while they waited on the overbooked doctor to actually show their face.

      My mom took the chair in the corner while I was instructed to sit in the one under the blood pressure cuff. The nurse then took that, plus my temp, and pulse. When she finished, she pointed to the exam table.

      “Please take off your shirt and bra so the doctor can exam the areas of irritation.” She smiled in a way that reminded me of the Cheshire Cat from the Alice in Wonderland picture book I had as a kid.

      I had news for her: my irritation was both external and internal. At this point, though, I’d done the drill so many times I’d already been reaching for the drafty bit of fabric they called a patient gown before she mentioned it.

      She left the room, and I hurried into the gown before anyone except my mom had the chance to see my microboobs.

      Mom had a real impressive set of tatas. She was the kind of woman who got attention no matter where she went or what she wore. Not that she dressed like a skank. I don’t think she had an inner vixen. She tended toward conservative clothes that gave her full coverage. Never stopped men from ogling her. As a matter of fact, I think it made them stare more, and the reasons for that made me decidedly uncomfortable.

      “Baby, you have a big, red welt on your back.” My mother was up and to me before I had a chance to cover it up.

      In my haste to get the gown on, I’d forgotten about the spot on my back. Usually, the only ones that gave me problems were the itchy patches on my arms. I’d scratch and pick, but the patches came and went.

      I turned and gave her a shrug. “It’s not bothering me right now.”

      From the corner of my eye, I saw her reach out as if she was about to touch it. I scooted away and arched my spine to move out of her reach. “Don’t touch it. You’ll make it itch. As long as I leave my fingers off it, I might forget about it again.”

      Which was crazy since we both knew that once she’d brought it to my attention it sat there practically begging me to start scratching it.

      She remained in front of me, bathing me in the scent of her soft perfume. It smelled of comfort and home. Instead of reprimanding me for being fresh, she touched my hair. Stiff product crinkled under her fingers.

      “I wish I could do more. Take all your pain away.”

      The catch in her voice made me look up. “I wouldn’t wish this on my worst enemy.”

      A vision of Kiely Jacks popped into my head. What I’d done to deserve that particular form of punishment? The last person I wanted to think about after school hours was my one true nemesis.

      Hate was such a strong word, but man, it fit in this case. I ranked her right up there with doctors’ appointments.

      A knock sounded on the door, and my mother called for the person on the other side to enter. She gave me a wink and went back to sit in the chair. For the most part, Mom let me conduct the appointments without butting in. The only time she really became involved was if a doctor scoffed, got rude, or totally dismissed me.

      I’d once seen her corner a physician with teeth bared and murder in her eyes for having the cajones to suggest I faked my illness for attention. Oh, yeah. She could go from pacifist to pitbull in about a heartbeat when it came to me.

      “Hello, I’m Dr. Corvaise.”

      The doctor was mildly attractive for a man his age—which I pegged somewhere near forty. He had dark hair and ice blue eyes that gave me a severe chill when I looked in them.

      The kind of chill that happened when someone walked over a grave or called your name when no one was there.

      Right then, I knew the appointment was doomed. It took all I had not to pick up my clothes and run the hell out of there, but I didn’t. My mother had gone through a lot of trouble and had to take time off work at the bank she managed in order to bring me down here. I wasn’t about to play the spoiled brat and treat her time or efforts so cheaply.

      I didn’t have to like what he said. Hell, I didn’t even have to listen.

      Without looking down at his papers, he said, “You’ve had trouble with dizziness, palpitations, non-specific dermatitis.”

      “That about sums it up.” I hadn’t told any doctor yet about seeing things, or the fact every night at one forty-five I woke to dark things hovering over my bed as they whispered in my ear to follow them.

      “Let’s take a look at the areas in question.” He examined my arms, which were marked in long abrasions where I’d scratched them raw. I’d started wearing long sleeves, even in summer to hide them from view and my fingers.

      He checked the spot on my back my mother had noticed. After that, he looked in my ears, listened to my heart, and had me do a few tests to evaluate my equilibrium.

      “Hmm. I’ve read your records, and according to your blood work and allergy tests, there is nothing wrong with you.”

      I hung my head. I might not have had high hopes where Dr. Corvaise was concerned, but I’ll admit to having a small kernel that some miracle might occur and he’d come across my symptoms before. That’s what kept me coming back again and again to appointments when I’d lost all faith in the medical community: the small chance that, one day, someone might have an idea.

      “Tell you what I want to do. None of the other doctors have gone in-depth in their blood work. It might be you have an autoimmune disorder that has been overlooked.” He gave the information as if he didn’t take much stock in that being the answer but did so in the interest of being thorough.

      I nodded even if the idea of being made into a pin cushion again held no appeal. I swore I needed a spigot put on my arm since they drew blood so often. And no two doctors ordered the same tests. Each one had their own specific ones they wanted drawn.

      “Have the blood work done. Then I’ll get you back here and we’ll go over the results.” He gave me a faint smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Deal?”

      “Sure. Why not.”

      He tapped my knee and pointed at my clothes. “You can get dressed. See Maggie at the desk, and she’ll give you the slip for your blood work and get your next appointment on the schedule.”

      When he walked out, I turned to my mother. “He thinks I’m faking.”

      “I think he is looking in a direction the others failed to.” She tossed her hair back over her shoulder after picking up her purse. Her mouth was tight as if trying to soldier on against hope.

      The door hadn’t clicked when Dr. Corvaise had shut it, and it started to swing open in time for me to hear the deep rumble of his voice.

      “She’s attention-seeking. A very troubled child. Nothing more. Let’s get the blood work in case they’ve missed something.”

      I fisted my hands in my lap as anger moved through me. I shook it off then put my shirt over my head so fast I left a wake of wind. Blood boiled up behind my eyes, turning my vision to a lot of wavy lines and pounding blood pressure. I jumped off the exam table and burst through the door and straight to his sanctimonious face.

      “Listen, asshole, I didn’t ask for an illness no one can find. It just freakin’ happened.” I pulled my barely five-foot frame up to my full unimpressive height and stuck a skinny finger in his face. “I’ll give you that I’m troubled—troubled that of the collection of doctors I’ve been to and all the needle sticks I’ve endured, not one person can come up with anything that might be wrong. That’s your failure, not mine.”

      I saw the numerous diplomas on the wall behind the reception desk. “You might as well put those in the garbage because they aren’t worth the paper used to print them.” About that time my eyes filled with frustrated tears. I hated myself for showing weakness of any kind, but the end of my rope had simply snapped.

      “If it’s all in my head, why do I itch all the time? Why does it feel as if hot matches are being run over my skin?”

      I had heard my mother come up behind me, but she put her arms around me and glared at the doctor over my shoulder. “Go to the car, baby. Please. Let me have a word in private with Dr. Corvaise.”

      That idea put a cold knife into my heart. No idea why, but the suggestion that she might discuss me with that clown while I was outside irked me.

      “Fine. I’ll be in the car.” I gave Dr. Corvaise a narrowed-eyed gaze as I turned to leave.

      I went out through the door we’d entered to get into the exam rooms. Out into the waiting room where more than a dozen set of eyes watched me as I started for the exit. I stopped and looked at the waiting patients. “For God’s sake, save yourselves while there’s still time.”

      Maybe a bit overdramatic, but hells bells, couldn’t he have waited until the tests came back before giving his uneducated opinion? I really hated when medical professionals based a diagnosis on nothing more than speculation and opinions. Not even medically founded ones at that.

      I got in the car and stewed. My arms were crossed over my chest, and I hunkered back in the seat, trying to sink into the upholstery. Sometimes I wanted to disappear and never be seen again. I’d gone from being a happy person to one that grew more miserable with every breath.

      At that precise moment, my lungs burned with the heat of a thousand suns and that damn welt on my back started to itch like the very devil.

      I scooted back and forth to try and relieve the itch without actually touching the spot. It did nothing more than drive me into a greater frenzy.

      I closed my eyes and prayed for strength. Tears leaked out of the corners of my eyes, and I hated myself for the weakness.

      The car door opened, and my mother got behind the wheel.

      I peeked one eye at her. My bottom lip stuck out. “Well? What did Dr. Jumps-to-Conclusions say?”

      She handed me a prescription paper. “He wrote a script for you for some anti-anxiety meds.”

      “Oh, that’s rich.” I took the paper and read the impossible name on the slip. “He wants to medicate me but doesn’t know what’s wrong.”

      My mother started the engine. “You can try them and see if they relieve some of the symptoms. If they make a difference, great. If not, you don’t have to take them again.”

      I said nothing. My hatred of taking meds was right up there with going to the doctor’s in the first place. However, at this point, I was willing to try standing on my head at midnight in a cemetery if it meant relief.

      In the silence, she turned and gave me a stern look. “It’s worth a try.”

      Even though I’d decided to do so, I still had to fight it. “And then what? They mask the symptoms to a greater problem? I wanted answers, not medicated speculations.”

      My mom blew out a breath of exasperation and drove us home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          Strange Side Effects

        

      

    

    
      Dinner was a strained business. Dad kept asking Mom questions about the appointment, and Mom did her best to evade. It was apparent my outburst had embarrassed her, and I was sorry for it, but she’d not yelled or disciplined me for my behavior either.

      Most likely she wasn’t going to tell my father about my tantrum, and for that I was truly grateful. Didn’t make me relax any. As a matter of fact, it rather made me ashamed to act as if everything was all right when it clearly wasn’t. Also, they were doing that talking around me again. It really annoyed the shit out of me. No lie. As if my health concerns were above my capacity to discuss. Made me crazy and feel invisible.

      I put down my fork and dug at the itchy patch on my arm that refused to leave me alone. “Dr. Do-Nothing gave me a prescription.” I rolled my eyes to show how much I believed it wouldn’t work.

      “And he wants to do more extensive blood work,” Mom chimed in. Her tone insinuated it was the answer to everything. But I knew better.

      Worry etched lines on Dad’s handsome Nordic features. He reached out one of his big mitts and covered my hand with his. “No matter what, baby girl, we’ll get to the bottom of it. I promise.”

      This was why I loved them so much—despite the discussing me as if I wasn’t at the table. I couldn’t have been adopted by any two more loving people. My father was a biker who owned a custom shop. He was tatted up both arms and down his back and chest. The artwork was breathtaking and told the story of his ancestors and life. He looked like a tougher, harder version of Thor.

      I got a kick out of seeing Mom introduce him to people who knew her but had never met him. They looked at her as if she needed her head examined or protected from someone as unsavory as my father. Once they got to know him, though, they loved him as much as we did. One thing I really hated was people being all Judgy McJudgerton about outside appearances—which was another reason why school wasn’t my favorite social activity.

      However, I had a big enough chip on my shoulder to make it through without anyone giving me too much shit, even despite my diminutive size. Resting bitch face had nothing on me when I put my mind to giving non-verbal cues for people to back off.

      I also had the grades to be at the top of my class, which really pissed off both popular kids and geeks alike. I ruined all their plans for class rank.

      One of my teachers once told my parents during a conference that I spoke as if I invented words. They got a kick out of that and said they were proud of me for it.

      I only half-listened to a story my father told about something that happened at work. His best friend, Skeet, was a one-man lodestone of klutziness and misfortune. He also had the mind of an Olympic-level practical joker, which didn’t always go hand-in-hand with the clumsy gene.

      I heard my mother laugh, and my father wiped tears from his eyes as he talked. At least he’d lifted the tension of the dinner with his story.

      My fingers felt sticky and weird against my shirt sleeve. I looked down and a crimson stain spread on my sleeve. I’d scratched myself bloody again.

      “Damn.” I excused myself from the table and went to wash up.

      Even cold water on the irritation burned. I suspected because I’d ripped the skin off and left it raw. Oddly, the cool rinse soothed as well, after the initial plunge into the stream coming from the tap. After a few minutes, I patted it dry then put on some aloe cream and wrapped it in gauze to keep my fingers off it.

      I really was bad about scratching. I needed to be better or I would get scars and an infection.

      The little brown bottle of pills sat on the bathroom counter. We’d stopped by the pharmacy on our way home and had it filled. I wasn’t hopeful it would work, but I decided I didn’t have anything to lose at this point.

      I filled a glass with water and shot the pill back into my throat—and nearly choked on it. I coughed, sputtered, and spit some of the water out onto the vanity.

      After wiping it up, I got ready for bed. Yes, it was early, but I’d had a trying day and wanted to escape into the dark, quiet of my bedroom. I’d finished my homework in class and was all caught up on my reading, so there was nothing keeping me from a little bit of shut-eye.

      The meds must have been stronger than I thought. I woke up about four hours later, scratching like I got paid for it. Welts had erupted all along my arms and across my back. The allergic reaction from hell.

      There weren’t enough hands in the world to scratch every place on me I needed to at the time. I wiggled around on the bed in a frantic dance that, had Mom checked in on me, she would have sworn I was having seizures.

      Sobs tore from my throat, and I shouted, “Stop,” into the darkness.

      And it did.

      Not just the frantic itching, but everything. No sounds. No movement. Everything went still and quiet. Except for me. I was the sole thing that continued to move.

      Scared, I jumped out of bed and ran into the living room where the lights were still on. My parents were in there, snuggled up together on the sofa, watching television. Even the screen had stuck.

      The talking head on the interview program they watched had stalled and the picture sat frozen as if someone had hit the pause button. When I turned my head, I screamed. The cat sat suspended midair from when he'd jumped from the back of the chair to the floor.

      I was the only thing in the house moving.

      I went to the front window and glanced out. The street was empty, so I had no idea if things were normal outside our house or not. When I opened the door, the buzz of insects had ceased.

      I freaked.

      No other word for how my mind disconnected from what had happened. I’d yelled stop and the world listened. How was that even possible?

      My heart beat triple time, and I had trouble catching my breath.

      “This can’t be real. I’m dreaming. The meds were really strong.” I pinched my upper arm and then my thigh. Yes, it hurt but it didn’t wake me up.

      “Come on, Peony. Wake up. Wake up.”

      I kept the chant going, hoping that, if I said it enough, it would start to thaw my parents and Sebastian, the cat. Would he hurt himself when the world finally started moving again? I walked up to him and touched his silky body. He was pliant as ever. Thank God. I thought he’d feel like my cat who went missing for two days and I had found dead in my closet. Sunny had been stiff as concrete by that time. I’d never forgotten.

      I slowly lowered him to the ground, but he stayed in pretty much the same position he’d been in while making the jump.

      I didn’t know what to do to get them to move.

      I had to think. Had to come up with a strategy. Panic had turned my brains to mush and made focus difficult.

      Okay. Slow down. Take a breath and think. You can figure this out. If it's a dream, you can control it.

      I took a few deep breaths in and out and centered my mind. Then it came to me.

      If yelling stop caused my family to freeze…I had to put all the emotion I had into yelling one word as clear and precise as I could manage under the circumstances. “Start!”

      As if some divine hand hit a switch everything started moving again. Sounds, energy, my parents. Sebastian looked up at me in confusion and frowned before turning away in an angry sashay to his bed.

      My mom looked up at me standing in front of her. She blinked. “Baby? What’s wrong?”

      She must have seen the panic and fear on my face. She rose with a worried expression that mirrored my own and took my arm in her hand.

      “Have you been crying?”

      I shook my head. “I’m not taking that prescription again.” I lifted my shirt to show my belly and back, and my arms.

      “Whoa.” Dad leaned forward to get a better look at my hives. He stood. “Come on, we’re going to the ER. That’s ridiculous.”

      Did I mention I loved my dad, too? He didn’t stand still for bullshit; he rode through it. He didn’t get mad often, but when he did, it was time to batten the hatches. Judging from the expression on his face, he was ready to tear Dr. Corvaise’s head off and hand it to him.

      Mom touched his arm. “Slow down, Papa Bear. She’s all right. She’s not having trouble breathing.” To confirm this, she looked at me. “Are you?”

      I shook my head.

      “All right. We’ll start with a couple Benadryl and some topical ointment and see if that helps. If not, then we’ll go to the ER. But I agree, don’t take any more of that medicine.”

      Though I knew the topical ointment was useless and Benadryl would only put me to sleep, I agreed and let her usher me into the bathroom where she tended to me with all the compassion and care of a trained nurse.

      She was more. She was my mother, and I could tell by what she didn’t say that this extended situation bothered her. I really didn’t blame her. It bothered me, too. As a matter of fact, it had started to consume most of my waking hours.

      I swallowed down the pills without hope they’d work on me, but that maybe this time might be different.

      I watched her troubled expression as she applied the ointment to my belly and back. Worry put a frown between her brows and saddened her bright eyes. I brushed the hair off her face and tried to smile at her to soften the moment.

      "I'm sorry."

      "Sweetie, you don't have to apologize for anything. I'm the one who's sorry."

      When we finished, she took me back into the living room to sit between her and Dad. Before she joined us, she went to make me a cup of chamomile tea. I glanced at the antique grandfather clock that had belonged to my mom’s greats. It was late, and a school night. I’m surprised she hadn’t sent me right back to bed.

      I glanced over at Dad. He wasn’t watching the program, but had his gaze settled on me. A line appeared between his bright blue eyes where he frowned.

      “Now what’s wrong?” I hated to see that expression on his face. It meant he was deep in thought, working out some problem in that complex brain of his. He was far from a simple man. The guy read books on quantum mechanics for fun.

      “Just worried about my baby girl. That’s all.” He put his arm around me and pulled me in close to his side. Not only was he a tall dude, but he was wide through the chest and had arms like steel cables. “You’ve been my little girl since the first time I saw you.”

      Though I’d heard the words a thousand times growing up, they still had the power to choke me up. I’d been a baby in the foster system when I was placed with them. They had both said from the moment I was placed in their arms, they knew they wanted to adopt me, make me a Nash. Not once since have I ever felt unloved or unappreciated, which was why the suggestion that I faked my illness for attention chapped my ass so hard. Why would I pay them back with so little respect? It didn’t make sense.

      Mom came back into the room, carrying my cup of tea. She handed it to me then took a place on the other side of me. I straightened away from my father’s embrace and took a sip of the calming drink.

      Most kids my age already had a serious caffeine addiction. They brought their Starbucks and drinks from our local coffee house, Cool Beans, with them to school. Dad drank coffee, but my mom enjoyed exotic teas. I drank whatever was in front of me. Didn’t matter to me. I could sling a chai latte with the best of them. Chamomile tea, however, made my eyes extremely heavy and my soul slumber before I ever took the first sip. Something about it put me in that pre-sleep lethargy. As if my body knew, once
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