

			Act I: 

			Don’t Go to the Hospital in July

			




Chapter One

			Angela sat unmoving in the passenger seat, staring at the small yellow sign on the gray cement wall that read Physician Parking. Displayed proudly, like a poorly made lifetime achievement award finally earned after seemingly endless years of hard work. As she looked around at the sea of old and reliable cars filling the hospital parking garage, a halogen light flickered from the low ceiling. She smiled to herself, imagining it as the flashing lights of paparazzi greeting her for the far-from-glamorous first day as a physician. 

			In the driver’s seat next to her, Victoria shut off the engine. The two remained motionless in the now silent car, seat belts still pulled tight across their chests, and Angela wondered what she’d expected. The other cars had likely been there for hours, driven unassumingly in the early-morning darkness through quiet streets to care for sick people whose lives depended on the physician behind the wheel. And today, she would become that physician. 

			Twenty-six years of rigorous studies and focus to get to this exact moment, and Angela felt completely unprepared. In college, when others had gone to parties on Friday nights, she called her organic chemistry textbook her boyfriend and went out with him. Their long nights spent cuddled together in the library stacks or snuggled tightly in her dorm room were not the wild college years portrayed in movies, but they were her dream. In medical school, she would bike home from overnight shifts at the hospital, the early-morning quiet of the city broken by the occasional raucous shouts of drunken strangers making their way home from very different nights than hers. While they’d partied, she’d held pressure on trauma wounds and learned to properly seal a bag mask. The slow and steady breaths she administered saved a life. She wouldn’t trade those nights for anything. The years of studying had brought her to this moment. Today, she would finally walk into the hospital as a doctor. 

			There would be no red carpet to usher in the occasion. Nothing bigger than this simple yellow sign to celebrate her arrival. Just sick people who needed help, and she hoped she could actually help them. And she was terrified of what it would mean if she couldn’t. 

			Angela fiddled with the strap of her messenger bag clutched between the knees of the new black slacks she’d recently purchased on her small resident budget. The sudden leap from student to physician wardrobe felt like playing dress-up in her parents’ closet. 

			Victoria flipped down the visor over the steering wheel and ran her fingers through her blond pixie cut.

			“Are you trying to tame it or make it wilder?” Angela asked. “’Cause I think the point of a pixie cut is that those are the same thing.” 

			“This is clearly my professional coiffing,” Victoria said as she continued to tousle the wild locks.

			“Maybe if you would have gone with the collared shirt I suggested, you wouldn’t have to worry about your hair?” Angela said.

			“We can’t all be quite as professional as you,” Victoria said, turning over and giving Angela a wink as she ran her hand innocently over the low-cut collar that Angela had cautioned her against wearing. Suddenly feeling self-conscious about her own outfit, Angela flipped down her visor. Big blue eyes stared back at her. The dark-brown curls that she’d woken up early to tame for once seemed devoid of frizz. Despite her pale skin, the few days off between the end of school and the start of residency meant that, for once, there were no bags under her eyes. Certainly, that would change soon. 

			“Ready to save some lives?” Victoria finally said. 

			“Can we save that for day two?” Angela said, turning her head to shoot a small glare at her roommate. They’d spent hours in this old, boxy Subaru, traveling to the women’s clinic where they volunteered throughout college. Those days, as they’d blasted music with the windows down, they celebrated each step on the journey to become physicians together. While this moment felt like it should be the biggest celebration to date, she hadn’t anticipated its unsettling reality. 

			“I mean, we did successfully graduate from medical school last week. I bet we are ready to order some Tylenol,” Victoria said. 

			“I don’t know. How much has the patient already had? Are they a two-gram max per day or three type of person? Are these six hundred and fifty milligram or five hundred milligram tablets?”

			“Maybe they’ll let us order an enema. Sometimes that can feel like a lifesaver to a patient.” 

			“It’s our first day of intern year,” Angela said. “The only thing we are ordering is a latte from the coffee cart by the main entrance—and that’s if we’re lucky enough to have a break from boring orientation lectures.” They laughed, easing the tension of their first-day jitters, but Victoria’s hands still gripped the steering wheel. “This many years of education has definitely prepared us to sit through hours of boring lectures. It’s just orientation. How bad can it be?”

			“Don’t tempt fate,” Victoria said, shooting Angela her most serious glare. 

			“All right.” Angela took one last deep breath. “Let’s see if we can find the call room.”

			* * *

			Over twenty minutes later, and completely disoriented from following multiple people’s misleading directions all over the hospital, Angela and Victoria finally found themselves in front of a nondescript gray door on the second floor in a remote wing of the building. Were it not for the placard with almost unreadably small print just to the left of the door declaring it the Resident Call Room, they would never have believed this was the right place. 

			“Looks like a janitor’s closet,” Victoria said.

			Angela knocked. They would have twenty-four-hour access to this and every other room in the hospital as soon as they got their badges, but for another few minutes they were still outsiders. 

			The door flew open.

			“How many ATP are produced in the Krebs cycle?” a gangly redhead shouted at them, his lanky body stretched out in a giant X between the doorframe and the door itself, blocking their entrance. 

			“One in the actual cycle, the rest come from oxidative phosphorylation,” Angela replied instinctively, trying to see past the guy blocking the door. 

			Overlapping voices came from just behind the door.

			“Oooooh, she got it. Let her in, Boz!” 

			“No pimping the interns until tomorrow,” said another bodyless voice from somewhere deep in the room. 

			“Only pimp with relevant stuff. Real medicine. Not medical school crap,” added another. 

			A commanding voice came from the back of the room and silenced the din. 

			“Second-years, back to work. Let the doctors in.” 

			The redhead—Boz, from the sound of the shouts—stepped backward into the room. He held the door open with his right hand and made a grand sweeping motion with his left, indicating that they should enter. Angela stepped into the call room for the first time, Victoria right behind her. She’d imagined this moment for years. The faint smell of stale coffee replaced the antiseptic hospital hallway aroma. The low buzz of electricity from the computers was audible over the quiet whispers of the other residents who all seemed to instantly refocus on their work. This magical room, filled with people who knew how to apply all their years of studying to save lives, was exactly where Angela wanted to be. 

			Outdated computers lined the walls to her right. A few of the old monitors flashed the hospital logo, while the rest of the computers were actively in use. To the left, a small kitchen area contained a microwave, coffeepot, watercooler, and fridge. The coffeepot was half filled with the darkest coffee Angela had ever seen. The rest of the appliances had a yellowed color that reminded Angela of antiques at a consignment shop. Straight ahead, in the back of the room, was a lounge area with a few mismatched couches and an awkwardly mounted old television that probably weighed a metric ton. Angela couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen a non-flat-screen TV. There were a few doors off the back lounge area, all closed. Four other people whom Angela assumed were the other new interns sat awkwardly on the couches in the back of the room. Each had the posture of a person trying to take up as little space as possible. 

			“Welcome,” said the same authoritative voice that had put an end to the hazing at the door. Angela took in the woman who had her arms crossed, leaning back slightly against a table that separated the front work area from the back lounge space. She was tall, or at least taller than Angela, with a lopsided haircut shaved close on the left and pushed back behind her ear on the right. Her modern look was captivating, like an advertisement for young Portland culture, yet her demeanor clearly indicated that she was in charge. She personified the evolution of medicine, where knowledge trumped historically stodgy appearances. Just standing there silently, she embodied exactly the kind of doctor that Angela wanted to be. “Come and sit with the rest of your class while we wait for the last intern to find us.” 

			Taking her seat on the couch, Angela expected small talk, but after a few head nods and lifted hands that almost counted as waves, the group sat in awkward silence. She was tempted to engage the powerful resident still standing in front of them, but every conversation topic that went through her mind felt wrong. Eventually one last, frazzled individual arrived, an obvious first-year who was stupefied by Boz’s question about reversible causes of cardiac arrest.

			“I’m Charlie McAdams,” said the captivating doctor leaning against the table. “I’m one of the third-year residents. This is our resident room. We’re starting off orientation here because it’s the most important place in the hospital for us. The chief resident, program director, and other attendings will run the rest of your orientation. But they’re not welcome in this space.” Angela had a vision of Charlie, with her powerful voice, telling the program director and chief that they were not allowed in the room. She couldn’t imagine anyone questioning Charlie, no matter the institutional hierarchy. 

			“This is our safe space. I assume several of you had a hard time finding it, because no one else knows where it is.” Angela and Victoria looked at each other. They’d asked over a dozen people where the room was and received progressively less helpful answers. “It’s not hidden, but it’s not well known.

			“Look around. We are your peers, your colleagues, and your support system when you need it. Residency is hard—long hours in high-stress, life-or-death situations. The people who understand best what you are going through are sitting next to you right now.” Several people looked around the group and nodded. Angela realized her leg was bouncing as her mind wandered back to several deaths she’d seen as a medical student. She tried to still her body. She’d watched as her senior residents had worked late, trying everything they could to save their patient. Then staying much later with the families after their best efforts had failed. Talking. Listening. Sitting in silence. Anything to survive under the incredible pressure of what they tried so hard to do. She’d watched young doctors near collapse under the weight of failing to save a life and realized she was now stepping into that role and responsibility. Looking at the strangers around her claiming to be her new support system, she wondered if there was anything in the world that could really ease this impending burden. Then again, something about the calm and confidence in the way Charlie spoke eased her fear just a little. 

			“For the first few weeks, you will be paired with a third-year, your senior resident,” Charlie continued. 

			“When you kill someone, it’s on them!” Boz shouted out without looking away from the computer where he now appeared to be working. 

			“Not helpful, Boz,” Charlie said. “But not totally wrong. It’s our job to teach you as much as possible but to do it safely. You’re not alone here. 

			“This is our space. To your right are the two call rooms. Think of them as the smallest hotel rooms you’ve ever seen, where you may or may not be so lucky as to someday get the worst interrupted sleep of your life. To your left is the silent workroom. If you don’t like the chatter in the main room, you can go work there.”

			“And if you talk in there, apparently you’re an asshole!” Boz chimed from the far side of the room to a smattering of chuckles from the other residents at the computers next to him.

			“And there’s the bathroom.” Charlie concluded the tour by pointing at the final door and ignoring Boz’s commentary. “Welcome to your home away from home and your family that isn’t your family. Any questions?”

			The taciturn group remained silent. 

			A piercing screech broke the silence, and Boz leapt out of his seat, pulling the bright-red code pager off his waistband and juggling it like it was hot to the touch. It hit Angela how close she was to being in this very position. Yesterday, Boz had been an intern, and today he was expected to respond alone to the emergency. 

			“Boz.” The calm in Charlie’s voice contrasted sharply with Boz’s frantic reaction. He coughed, and the pager finally stopped bouncing between his two hands. Unable to take her eyes off Charlie, Angela watched as she commanded the room. 

			Standing up straight with her arms loose at her sides, Charlie’s gaze locked on Boz. His panic remained palpable even from across the room. After a brief pause, Charlie continued, “Why don’t I bring the interns so they can see how a good code is run? We can all help with this one. It’ll still be your code, as the senior, but we’ll be there as backup.” 

			Angela watched as Boz looked at Charlie. The fear in his eyes was so different from the impish glee that had been there just a few minutes ago. “Yeah, uh, that’s a good idea,” Boz said. “For their learning.” His eyes flitted from the pager to Charlie and back again.

			“All right, Doctor, where are we headed?” Charlie asked, and the steadiness emanating off her seemed to ease Boz’s panic. 

			“Room 406 South,” Boz said, grabbing the white coat off the back of his chair. He threw it over his shoulders as he hurried toward the door. “Cardiac arrest. Let’s go.” Charlie nodded to the interns and motioned for them to follow him. 

			“We don’t need to run, though,” Charlie said. “There’s already a team there and we don’t want to show up more out of breath than the patient.” 

			Down the long hallway, they walked at a pace faster than most people run. Victoria nudged Angela with her elbow. “So much for waiting to save lives until day two,” Victoria whispered.

			They were at the tail end of the group, and Angela strained to hear what Charlie was saying to Boz. Charlie’s long strides set the pace, and it sounded like she was coaching Boz through advanced cardiac life support steps as they made their way up the two flights of stairs. 

			Immediately after exiting the stairwell, Angela could see the controlled chaos of the code erupting into the hallway. Two people stood next to a red metal cart with the top drawers open. Syringe and gauze wrappers littered the ground. Boz and Charlie entered the room, but the line of interns lagged, uncertain of their role.

			Angela was not going to miss this opportunity. Grabbing Victoria’s hand, she pulled her into the patient’s room, sliding along the back wall. 

			Boz stood at the foot of the bed with his hands gripping the plastic footboard. Charlie stood behind him, giving him space to lead.

			“What do we know?” Boz asked.

			“Eighty-six-year-old woman with diabetes and chronic kidney disease. Came in today, diagnosed with sepsis in the ED. Just made it to the floor and was one liter into her resuscitation when we lost IV access and then she lost consciousness. We called a rapid response, then lost her pulse altogether about four minutes ago and switched it to a code,” said the nurse with a name tag that read Kelsey.

			Angela gaped. Fluid resuscitation and medications were critical in a code, and they either needed to get another IV in quickly or find some other kind of access. 

			Boz nodded, processing the situation. Angela wondered if he was thinking what she was. After confirming that the respiratory therapist at the head of the bed had the airway, Boz assigned a nurse named James to keep time and record the medications, and Kelsey stood near the door coordinating with the pharmacist who waited in the hallway with his cart due to limited space in the room.

			Angela watched Charlie standing behind Boz. Her demeanor seemingly calmed everyone in the room and turned chaos into medicine. 

			Gently placing her hand on Boz’s shoulder, Charlie whispered something in his ear, quietly and subtly enough that were Angela not completely enthralled by her presence, she probably would have missed the assistance she gave him. Angela followed Boz’s gaze as it moved to Jack, the nurse doing compressions. Exhausted, with sweat on his brow and compressions that weren’t as deep as they should be, Jack looked like he needed to swap positions. 

			“Doctor, take over compressions,” Boz said, pointing at Victoria. With a twinge of jealousy, Angela watched Victoria begin her first code as a physician. Jack stepped back, and Victoria seamlessly assumed her new role. Fingers entwined, elbows locked out, she leaned over and began strong, deep chest compressions. 

			Angela’s gaze returned to the foot of the bed, where Charlie subtly redirected Boz. While no one else in the room seemed to notice Charlie, Angela couldn’t take her eyes off her. Not only was she perfectly orchestrating the complex dance of a code, but she was doing it while making it look for everyone else like Boz was leading the team. Charlie whispered again, and Boz’s eyes went to the patient’s hand, where a small mountain of adhesive tape held a tiny IV in place, as if whoever inserted it knew that losing it would mean losing the patient’s life. 

			“What vascular access do we have?” Boz asked Kelsey.

			“Just a 22-gauge IV in the hand. Between dehydration and her kidneys, we haven’t been able to get anything bigger anywhere,” Kelsey replied. A 22-gauge in the hand was barely big enough to draw labs, let alone sufficient to give medication and fluids to resuscitate this woman. Angela’s pulse quickened as she realized how dire the situation was. 

			“Better than nothing. James, have we given any meds yet?” Boz said.

			“Not yet, Doc.” 

			“When the doctor finishes two minutes of compressions, we’ll pause for a pulse check. Draw up a milligram of epi. If we can’t get a bigger IV, let’s get an intraosseous line going. Do we have an IO kit here to do that?” 

			“Check,” Kelsey said. “We’ll draw up one milligram of epinephrine, and I’ve got the IO kit here.” 

			Charlie took the IO drill from Kelsey and moved behind Angela. Excitement swelled in Angela’s chest as she realized the warmth of Charlie’s body behind her meant she was going from observer to doctor. 

			“You ever done one of these before?” Charlie whispered to Angela, holding out the IO kit. 

			Shaking her head, Angela was unable to speak with Charlie so close to her. She could feel her heart pounding in her chest, but it remained steady, matching Charlie’s demeanor. Was Charlie really going to trust a day-one intern with this critical task? 

			“Have you seen one done before?” Charlie asked with the same calm authority that was always present in her voice.

			Angela nodded. In medical school she’d seen a few codes where they drilled into the bone to get access quickly. As a medical student, she had hovered near the back of the room and observed. That felt a world away from where she stood currently. 

			“All right, see one, do one,” Charlie said, handing her the kit. Looking up into Charlie’s hazel eyes, the code and everyone else in the room disappeared. The confidence Charlie had in her was all she needed to believe in herself. A small dimple popped out on Charlie’s right cheek as she smiled reassuringly at Angela. “I’m right here if you need me.” The words were like a calming spell, and Angela’s chest relaxed enough for her to take a full breath. She knew she could do this with Charlie’s help. 

			Breaking free from Charlie’s eye contact, Angela took the IO kit and turned back toward the bed. She cleared off a small workspace near the patient’s legs and opened the kit. Checking her hands to make sure they were not shaking, she felt her body steady. Inside the kit she saw a small drill, a needle, and cleaning supplies under a sterile drape and gloves. Quickly grabbing the sterile drape from the top of the kit, she placed it over the patient’s leg to expose only a few inches of skin just below the patella. She slipped on the gloves, then grabbed the chlorhexidine brush and pinched the handle to activate the cleaning liquid. The skin turned a mustard yellow as the sanitizing liquid cleaned the exposed area. Angela attached the needle to the drill. Positioning the tip exactly where she wanted it, she squeezed the trigger. The drill buzzed in her hand but the needle didn’t advance into the bone. Biting her lip, she pushed harder, knowing the urgency of the situation required all her mental and physical strength. 

			“Good.” Angela felt as much as she heard Charlie’s voice in her ear, breaking her focus as the needle still failed to advance. “You’ve got this,” Charlie said, placing her hand gently on Angela’s shoulder. “Try a little more pressure.” Charlie’s voice was steady and soothing. Every muscle in her body eased into Charlie’s gentle touch, and she pushed down on the drill with a newfound strength. There was a pop, and suddenly the warmth of Charlie’s body was gone. Angela almost dropped the drill. She let out a deep breath and wondered how long she’d been holding it. 

			“Well done, Doctor,” Charlie said with a nod. Her praise, so rare in the hospital, filled Angela with pride. “Let’s hang a bag of normal saline and run it open into the IO.” The cold of the room hit Angela as Charlie stepped away and returned to her spot behind Boz. Looking up to see Victoria was no longer doing compressions, Angela realized that at least two minutes had passed for her to get the IO in place. Time is tissue. Angela heard the old mantra in her mind. The longer the patient didn’t have a pulse, the less likely she was to get one back and the more likely she was to have damage to her organs even if she did come back to life. 

			Calling for a pause, Boz instructed Angela to check for a femoral pulse. A thready but unmistakable rhythm beat under her fingers. 

			“There’s a pulse,” Angela said. 

			“All right,” Boz said, placing his hands near the patient’s groin to confirm. His face lit up with a huge grin. “We’ve got return of spontaneous circulation!” Looking over his shoulder at Charlie, she gave him a subtle congratulatory nod. Angela looked at him. She’d never heard ROSC spelled out during a code. Was he nervous? Was that him trying to teach her? Impress Charlie? Angela couldn’t quite figure out Boz just yet, but she was very impressed with how Charlie had clearly run the code while making it appear that Boz was in charge. 

			“Well done, Doctor. You’ve got ROSC. What next?” Charlie said.

			“Oh, yeah.” Boz seemed to suddenly remember that getting a faint pulse back in the patient did not mean the job was complete. “Kelsey, can you call over to the ICU and get us a bed? James, can you draw a rainbow? Are you good to maintain that airway until we get to the unit?”

			One by one, the team responded to Boz’s instructions, echoing back to confirm their next steps. Looking over at Angela and Victoria, Charlie tipped her head toward the door, indicating that their roles were done and it was time to leave.

			Charlie led the interns through the maze of the hospital hallways and across the street to the clinic building. She dropped them off in the program director’s office.

			“A little later than expected, Dr. McAdams,” the program director chided while looking down at his watch and then back at Charlie.

			“There was a code. We needed additional support, plus it was an outstanding learning opportunity,” Charlie said, looking the program director squarely in the eye. Angela noted the lack of an apology in Charlie’s response. Despite seeming displeased with the answer, the program director simply nodded. “I have to head back to finish up patient care,” Charlie said, and she turned around, walking back toward the hospital. An unexpected wave of disappointment crashed over Angela as she watched Charlie leave. Time for the boring lectures part of the day, she presumed. 

			* * *

			The rest of the day continued much more as Angela had originally predicted it would go. They took pictures for ID cards in the basement that would hang on lanyards around their necks identifying them as physicians. They picked up their pagers with a promise that it would not go off for the next few hours, and that it would absolutely go off every day after. They sat through a long lecture on social media and appropriate posts for medical professionals, a presentation on the electronic medical record, and a sexual harassment talk. As they were talked at and shuffled along, Angela found her mind wandering back to the code and how Charlie’s mere presence behind her infused her with warmth, strength, and confidence. 

			At the end of the day, the class of interns stood outside on the sidewalk between the clinic and the hospital, all wearing their new long white coats with pockets overflowing with orientation materials. 

			“Anyone else feel like they’ve been drinking from a fire hose all day? Want something less overwhelming and more alcoholic to drink?” one of the interns said. Angela looked at his white coat and the name tag declaring him Dr. Jonathan Schwartz. There was a smattering of head nods, then the quiet group became a little more animated as they made a plan to meet at the neighborhood bar later that evening. 

			“We’ll be there,” Victoria said as she looped her arm through Angela’s and redirected them toward the parking garage. 

			“Well, that’s basically what we predicted for day one,” Angela joked as they walked away.

			“And if that’s just day one, it’s going to be one hell of a year,” Victoria said with a smile.

			Angela couldn’t agree more. 

			





			Act II: 

			October is the Scariest Month

			




Chapter Ten

			ANGELA:

			Hey

			Change of plans, headed back early. still want to go to the pumpkin patch tomorrow? 

			 

			CHARLIE - TACO GURU:

			quick trip 

			everything ok? 

			did Danny have to work? 

			 

			ANGELA:

			Everythings ok 

			 

			CHARLIE - TACO GURU:

			tell me more over hot cider at the pumpkin patch tomorrow?

			 

			ANGELA:

			:-) 

			CHARLIE - TACO GURU:

			Or if not i may have to trap you in the corn maze until you tell me the details

			 

			The idea of being trapped anywhere with Charlie made Angela’s heart pick up. 

			 

			ANGELA:

			You’re just saying that as an excuse for when you get hopelessly lost 

			 

			CHARLIE - TACO GURU:

			Of course

			pick you up tomorrow at 9?

			wear your hiking boots

			 

			Angela typed in sounds perfect, then deleted it. Can’t wait she entered, then deleted. What sounded not too excited? Or was it okay to show how excited she was? 

			 

			ANGELA:

			See you then

			* * *

			Angela leapt up from the kitchen table when she heard a knock on the door. The empty coffee cup in front of her was not enough to justify her nerves. She took deep calming breaths on her way to the door. 

			“Hey, how did you get into the building?” she asked, opening the door for Charlie. Dressed in a red plaid flannel top with jeans that hugged her hips just right and dark boots, Charlie looked like an advertisement for an autumn adventure. Angela’s heart flooded at the sight, and every nerve in her body that lay dormant in Seattle woke with a vengeance. How was it possible that she missed her after a day apart? More importantly, how could just the sight of Charlie make her instantly feel so much better? 

			“Sometimes doors just open for me,” Charlie said with a shrug.

			“Hitting the ADA access button doesn’t count as doors just opening for you.” 

			“Okay, I awkwardly followed your neighbor into the building. You ready for our adventure?”

			“Absolutely.”

			Angela grabbed her coat off a peg by the door, and they headed down to Charlie’s car. She walked a half step behind Charlie and admired her butt in her jeans. Did everyone appreciate women’s bodies like this? How could anyone not appreciate Charlie’s perfect butt? 

			Charlie walked up to an old Jetta with a bike rack on the roof and opened the door for Angela. 

			“Thanks for coming with me,” Charlie said. “I’d like to say I’m sorry your Seattle trip got cut short, but I don’t want to lie to you.” Did the gold flecks in Charlie’s hazel eyes really just twinkle? How long could she stare into Charlie’s eyes to see if it happened again? 

			“I appreciate your honesty.” 

			“Everything okay up there?”

			Angela bit her lip, uncertain what to tell Charlie.

			“Yeah, actually it was a really good trip. I needed it.”

			“Yeah?”

			Angela’s mind raced through the details of the past day. 

			“Well, Danny and I broke up.”

			“Oh wow,” Charlie said, looking over at her. “But from how you’re saying it, it sounds like this is a good thing? But even the best breakups can be hard.”

			“Yeah, he’s a good guy. But…” Angela paused, unsure what to say. Her mind raced around processing the last few days. What should she tell Charlie? Charlie was the one person in the world she wanted to know that she was gay more than anyone else, but she didn’t know how to say it. If Charlie was anything other than blindly supportive, it would crush her. What if Charlie dismissed her? What if Charlie became awkward? Their friendship was the best thing in Angela’s life right now. “You said this was a family tradition. Tell me more about what I’ve gotten myself into.” 

			“Oh man, have you been to a pumpkin patch before?”

			“Is it similar to grabbing a pumpkin from the front display at the grocery store?”

			“I cannot even entertain that joke. This is the ultimate fall experience. The summer heat has broken to the fall crisp. The leaves are changing. It’s pumpkin hunting season.” 

			“Pumpkin hunting?”

			“Pumpkin hunting. We have to find the best pumpkins.”

			“What makes the best pumpkin?”

			“Well, there are a couple of approaches. Either the very best jack-o’-lantern, or the heaviest one you can carry.” 

			“Which way do you go?”

			“Both! Obviously.” 

			“I wouldn’t say it’s obvious that you go both ways.”

			Charlie chortled. “Safe to say pumpkin hunting is the exception rather than the rule there.” 

			They drove along joking and chatting as they headed out to the farmland just outside the city limits. Eventually they turned into the pumpkin patch with a large muddy field vaguely marked as a parking lot. 

			“I’ve got extra layers for you in the back seat if you need them. Do you want an extra jacket or a beanie? Wool socks?” Charlie looked at Angela, assessing her attire. “I think you should be good, and if we start with the hot cider, that should warm you from the inside. I just don’t want you to be cold and not able to enjoy the experience. It’s just…” Charlie paused, biting her lip slightly. Was Charlie rambling? She was definitely taking care of her. Or did all lesbians carry a few extra beanies in their trunk? Did Angela need to change her emergency supply kit now that she was gay? It certainly wasn’t surprising that Charlie was prepared. “I just really love doing this and want you to be able to enjoy it too.” 

			“I’m sure I will,” Angela said, reeling her mind back into the present. “But we should probably get some hot cider just to be safe.” 

			Charlie stuffed what appeared to be an entire outfit’s worth of winter clothes into her backpack, slung it over her shoulder, and gave Angela a goofy grin. They trudged through the mud pit of a parking lot over to a small wood shack. A woman inside was ladling out cider from a large witch’s cauldron. She handed them each a steaming cup and a map of the farm. 

			Charlie grabbed a wagon from a cache of them parked along the side of the shed and tossed her backpack into it. They walked side by side through the rows of pumpkins, past the well-picked areas filled with families and children the same size as the pumpkins. Charlie finished her cider and placed the empty mug in the cup holder on the wagon. Angela wrapped both her hands around the cider to resist reaching for Charlie’s hand. 

			“Here!” Charlie finally declared at a seemingly random spot deep in the farm. She dropped the handle of the wagon and grabbed Angela’s hand off the mug, pulling her down a row of pumpkins that appeared to Angela as identical to all the others. 

			“Ah, yes, obviously here, of course,” Angela said. 

			Charlie turned to her, dropping her hand and beaming with a childlike glee. The joy on Charlie’s face almost made up for the sudden cold on her hand. “This is where we always came as a family.”

			“This exact row?” 

			“Yes! Well, actually, I have no idea. But I realized that about a quarter mile ago and figured it was a nice walk and was curious how far back this field actually goes. Turns out, further than I am willing to go. We need to save ourselves for the maze.” 

			“This looks like a great pumpkin,” Angela said, pointing to the second one in the row.

			“That’s just the first pumpkin you saw,” Charlie chided.

			“Clearly it’s the second.” 

			“If that’s the one, that’s the one. But if your jack-o’-lantern isn’t up to par, you will be judged.” 

			“Noted,” Angela said, continuing down the aisle. “Why are they called jack-o’-lanterns?”

			“I have asked that same question and I still have no idea. When I was little, I told my mom I wanted mine to be a Jill-o’-lantern. She said I absolutely could, but also pointed out that as a girl named Charlie, perhaps I should appreciate that Jack could be a girl’s name.” 

			“Sounds like she was a smart mom.”

			“She was the best,” Charlie said, her voice thick with emotion. 

			Angela reached out and squeezed her hand.

			“She made a list of family traditions to continue. The pumpkin patch was at the top. It may seem silly, but I’m really glad you’re here.” Charlie looked into Angela’s eyes, and Angela felt herself drowning in the deep hazel pools, the fall colors around them bringing out the flecks of green. Angela gave Charlie’s hand another gentle squeeze, her eyes drifting down to Charlie’s lips. The warmth of Charlie’s hand contrasting the crisp air made Angela want to hold on forever, but this was clearly a time to support Charlie, not to ogle her. Before Angela could get too lost in the moment, she dropped Charlie’s hand. 

			Surrounded by pumpkins of all shapes and sizes, they walked down the aisle until Angela found a perfectly round pumpkin just larger than a basketball with a nice long stem. It would clearly make an ideal jack-o’-lantern. Charlie found an oddly smushed pumpkin with several lumps and bumps of various shades of green and orange all over it and declared it the obvious winner. The rest of the world totally forgotten, they joked and bantered their way through the field. Charlie deemed this year a poor crop with none big enough to vie for the heaviest pumpkin title. With their two small pumpkins in the wagon, they wound their way over to a corn maze in the far corner of the farm. 

			“You think it’s safe to leave our wagon out here with the pumpkins?” Angela asked. 

			“While they are, indisputably, the best pumpkins around, I do think there are enough other pumpkins nearby that even someone in complete despair, needing nothing more than a pumpkin to save their life, would have sufficient other options to look elsewhere.” 

			“Oh man, we should bring all the patients with severe, life-threatening pumpkinopenia here. Think of all the lives these pumpkins could save. I can’t believe I’d never thought about that before.”

			“It’s a serious lapse in your medical judgment, but residency is all about learning. Another reason I’m glad you’re here.”

			“I’m glad I’m here too,” Angela said, her tone changing from pure banter to deep sincerity as she looked at Charlie. “Now let’s go get lost.” 

			Charlie grabbed her backpack out of the wagon and slipped it over her shoulder. She took Angela’s hand and dragged her into the maze. Angela marveled at how their hands fit perfectly together. Despite cold fingers, their hands felt warm together, and the now-familiar warmth spread up Angela’s arm. Did Charlie feel the magic, too? Or would Charlie hold anyone’s hand like this? Had Angela ever held Victoria’s hand? As soon as she started overthinking it, Charlie dropped her hand, and they began walking side by side. 

			They headed straight to the back of the maze and then began taking random turns, trying to get as deep and buried as they could. After what felt like a few miles of walking in circles, Charlie declared them sufficiently disoriented, and it was time to start trying to find their way out rather than getting more lost. 

			Despite the walking, the cold fall air nipped at Angela, and she rubbed her hands up and down her arms.

			“Oh no!” Charlie said, turning abruptly to face her. “We have too many cold weather supplies for that.” 

			“I’m fine, really,” Angela said in her most convincing voice. She was pretty sure she hadn’t let her teeth chatter at all while she said it.

			“Not convincing,” Charlie replied, pulling off her backpack and starting to dig through it. “Plus, if you put on these layers, then I don’t have to carry them around.” She pulled out a fleece and a beanie. Before Angela realized what was happening, Charlie handed her a warm winter jacket to put on top of her apparently insufficient layers. Then Charlie grabbed the beanie next and pulled it down over Angela’s ears. She left her hands in place, framing Angela’s face.

			“Your ears are so cold,” Charlie said softly.

			Angela couldn’t move. She didn’t feel the cold at all. Charlie was inches from her and holding her. She smelled like fall spices and emanated a warmth Angela couldn’t resist. 

			“Is that better?” Charlie asked.

			Angela gave a half-nod. Neither moved. She breathed in Charlie’s delicious scent, and her mind went blank. An instinct she didn’t know she had drove her body forward, closing the gap between them. She needed to feel Charlie’s lips. The initial contact was soft and hesitant. Then Charlie’s hands moved from her ears down to her neck and pulled Angela in, deepening the kiss. Charlie’s body radiated warmth in the crisp fall air. It consumed Angela’s whole body and drew them together like magnets. Angela wrapped her arms around Charlie’s waist, desperately grabbing on as she feared her legs might give out beneath her. Every small point of contact created another explosion of pleasure. She needed every part of her body as close to Charlie as possible. Every little spark Angela had felt before with the small touches they shared became fireworks exploding inside her chest. As Charlie’s mouth opened, Angela could taste the faint, spicy remains of apple cider, and her soft lips moved against Angela’s mouth, now desperate for more. Angela closed her eyes as a soft moan escaped from deep inside of her. A drumbeat pulsed in her ears, and she was certain she was feeling both their hearts beat together. She wanted to move her lips down Charlie’s neck, to feel more of her skin directly, but she couldn’t leave the soft perfection of Charlie’s mouth. Then Charlie’s hands moved from her neck down to the front of her shoulders, and suddenly, as Angela’s heart galloped with excitement and her body thrummed in anticipation of where Charlie would touch her next, she was being pushed away until their bodies weren’t touching at all. 

			Angela’s eyes snapped open as the cold she’d completely forgotten was suddenly everywhere. Her body still hummed with an excitement she’d only dreamed of experiencing. Only this time, it wasn’t from a dream. So why had it ended? Why did Charlie push her away? She pulled her hands away from Charlie’s hips, and the sudden lack of contact felt far colder than the autumn air. She tried to breathe but couldn’t get any air. 

			“Sorry,” Charlie said. 

			Angela’s eyes raced over Charlie’s face, trying to figure out what had happened and, more importantly, why it had stopped. 

			“I just…I didn’t mean to,” Charlie said.

			“But I…” Angela couldn’t figure out why Charlie was apologizing. Angela had initiated the kiss, but Charlie seemed into it. Angela felt a tear building in the corner of her eye. She couldn’t bring herself to apologize for what was easily the best kiss of her life. 

			“It’s…You’re an intern, and I’m a senior…and you just broke up with your boyfriend…You’re amazing, but you’re straight…I’m so sorry, I shouldn’t have done that, I don’t know what got into me, it’s really great spending time with you, and, I guess, I dunno, I’m sorry,” Charlie said, looking down and shaking her head. 

			A knot coiled in Angela’s stomach, and she couldn’t breathe. An apology and excuses were not the way fireworks like that were supposed to end. And she wasn’t straight. Could she just tell Charlie that? Couldn’t Charlie tell that from that kiss? If Charlie couldn’t tell she was gay from that kiss, would words mean anything? 

			“But I kissed you. So are you sorry you did it, or sorry you won’t do it more?” Angela prayed somehow Charlie would realize how badly she wanted it and stop apologizing and kiss her again. But Charlie just stood there and shook her head. 

			After another pause—Angela had no sense of time anymore—Charlie raised her head. 

			“You think we can find our way out of this mess?” Charlie asked. 

			Angela had no idea if she meant the kiss or the maze. Either way, she knew it would not be easy but they would have to try. Her body was still on fire from the kiss, and all she wanted in the world was to feel Charlie’s body again. She had no idea how to shut down that feeling. After a deep breath in through her nose, she blinked and released the air as a thin whisper through her lips. 

			“I think we’ve wound our way northeast, so maybe if we head this way?” Charlie pointed and Angela nodded.

			Angela wrapped her arms around herself as they walked in silence for the first time that day. The fleece smelled like Charlie every time she took a breath. If she could have, she would have stopped breathing to make that once magical smell go away. Her mind raced in circles. That was what a kiss should feel like. How could the best kiss of her life be a mistake? Then again, Charlie was quickly becoming her best friend in Portland, and her stomach sank at the idea of losing that. Could she save their friendship? Was it too late now? The kiss would be a mistake if it cost her Charlie.

			They made it out of the maze miraculously quickly for how long they had taken to get buried so deep inside of it. Escaping corn mazes must be another thing Charlie did well under pressure, Angela thought. 

			“We were about to send the drone out looking for you kids,” the woman at the entrance of the maze said. “Hope you had a good time!”

			Charlie and Angela both smiled and nodded at the woman. Angela wondered if it would have been more convincing if they would have tried sarcasm, as their smiles certainly did not convey happiness. 

			Angela’s thoughts hadn’t sorted themself out by the time they reached the car. “I’m sorry,” she said as she settled into the front seat. “I mean, I’m not sure if I’m sorry, but if I messed up our friendship, I’ll be really sorry. Spending time with you is the highlight of my day recently, whether in the hospital or out of it. Do you think I messed that up?” 

			Charlie looked over at her, that eye contact coming back. 

			“I’m sorry. I can’t get involved with someone at the hospital. I just can’t.” Charlie squeezed her eyes shut, and Angela felt the air leave her lungs. “I think I let things get out of hand knowing that you had a boyfriend.”

			They drove the rest of the way home silently listening to the radio. Charlie never took her eyes off the road and Angela held her own hand. She ran her tongue over her lips, wondering if she’d ever feel those fireworks again. 

			The perfect parking spot Charlie had gotten earlier was occupied, so Charlie idled in the middle of the street. She didn’t stop the engine and certainly didn’t get out to open the door for her. Fumbling in the small space, Angela pulled off the layers Charlie had lent her and then left with a quick wave because she couldn’t bring herself to say goodbye. 

			Her hiking boots that had seemed so perfect for adventure a few hours ago felt like they were filled with lead, each step harder than the last. Maybe she had heart failure. Her heart certainly felt broken. She dragged herself down the hall and inside the apartment.

			“Angela?” Victoria asked from the couch, her voice thick with concern. “Are you okay?”

			“How quickly can takotsubo cardiomyopathy hit?” Angela asked.

			“Broken heart syndrome?” Victoria got up from the couch and moved straight to Angela. She escorted her back to the couch and wrapped her in a blanket. “Did something happen with Danny in Seattle?”

			“No,” Angela said quickly. “Wait, I mean, we broke up.”

			“Okay, that seems like it might be something.” Victoria dropped her hand onto Angela’s shoulder and started rubbing slow circles. “I know he was your first…” she trailed off. 

			“I’m gay,” Angela said. 

			Victoria beamed. “Well that does not seem like a reason to be brokenhearted! That is a reason for celebration.”

			“Ugh, I think I’m headed for celibacy rather than celebration.” Victoria squeezed her shoulder, waiting for the rest of the story. Closing her eyes and shaking her head, Angela whispered the next line of her confession. “I kissed Charlie.” Angela opened her eyes. “That doesn’t do it justice. Kisses aren’t like this. This was what romance novels and love songs are written about. This was fireworks. It was…everything I never understood really existed. Until she stopped it.”

			“I will kill her,” Victoria said. Angela let out a small snort of a laugh. “When a doctor says they will kill someone, it is not an idle threat.”

			“I would never question your deadly potential. But my everything hurts, and I miss her already even though she just left. I feel like I lost everything even though I never actually had her,” Angela said.

			“I think ice cream is good for takotsubo’s,” Victoria said. “Let’s binge-watch something, and we will get through this together.” 

			Angela nodded, so glad to have Victoria but unconvinced she could ever get over losing Charlie. 







			Act III:
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Chapter Eleven

			“Breakfast for dinner. My favorite!” Victoria walked into the apartment and put her coat on the rack by the door. 

			“Breakfast for breakfast,” Angela said. “Trying to trick my brain as I switch to nights.” 

			“You got this,” Victoria said, grabbing a piece of bacon off the pan that Angela had just pulled out of the oven. “Oh, perfectly crispy. If you practice medicine the way you make bacon, you’re set. What time do you go in?”

			“I’ll head in after I eat. How was clinic today?”

			“Clinic was clinic. Rashes, viruses, and pap smears. Done by five p.m. Any texting or talking with her today?”

			Angela’s heart sank. There was no transition, nothing necessary. Of course she knew who Victoria meant.

			“Of course not. We haven’t spoken since the pumpkin patch. Seven weeks and two days. Why would today be any different?”

			“Well, today will be different, because you can’t go in and work with her as your senior and not talk to her all night. Or for an entire week of nights.”

			“I think she’s about to test that hypothesis.” 

			Victoria grabbed two plates out of the cupboard and handed one to Angela. She walked over to the scramble on the stove and started dishing it onto her plate.

			“Did you three-dot her today?” Victoria asked.

			“Three-dot?”

			“You know, where you start a text and then delete it over and over again? So she just sees the three dots, if she
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