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      Aaron whimpers next to me. I keep my arm wrapped around his shoulder and wait for the doctor or nurse or someone to check on us. He coughs again, wincing in pain just like he does every time. Glancing at my watch, it’s been over thirty-five minutes since we got here but that is the emergency room for you. Even if it is an actual emergency. I guess there are more pressing cases to attend to but I don’t care about them right now, all I am worried about is my son. I take a few deep breaths, calming myself before I stand. I don’t want to take my anger out on anyone else.

      “I’m going to see what the wait is about,” I tell him and plant a quick kiss on his head. He nods and lies down on the hospital bed in fetal position. He’s got tears running down his cheek and the mother bear in me is starting to show. I know something is clearly wrong because he’s one of the most active six-year-olds I know.

      “Excuse me?” I walk up to the front desk where three women are laughing and sipping coffee.

      “Yes?” The older one’s expression changes, and I force a smile.

      “I was just wondering if someone could check on us? We’ve been here a bit and my son’s in quite a bit of pain.”

      “Everyone’s in pain, ma’am, it’s the ER,” she says with a loud sigh.

      “I hear you, but he can barely speak his throat is hurting so much, isn’t that something that should take priority?” I try not to snap at her no matter how much I want to. I deal with the public every day; I know getting angry with them will only make things worse. So I stay calm and smile, hoping niceness will move things along.

      “You’d think.” She scoffs and turns back to her friends.

      “I’ll be there in a moment to check on your son,” another woman calls. I want to turn around and thank her personally but she’s gone before I can. I make my way back to Aaron’s bed and rub his head gently.

      “Someone said they’ll be here in a moment, my love,” I whisper. I hope she wasn’t just saying that to get me to shut up.

      He nods and winces at the same time. I feel so terrible, all I want to do is hug him but even that would make things worse. Every time I hold him too close he starts coughing in pain again.

      “Excuse me, I’m sorry for the wait. I’m Nurse Nova.” The curtain opens just enough and my jaw drops.

      The attraction is instant. At least for me. She’s one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen. She has these dark brown natural curls that are mostly tied back except for a few pieces by her face. Which is covered in these beautiful light freckles, all over her nose and cheeks. Her lips are full, with nude lipstick and she has these incredibly arched eyebrows I couldn’t do even if I wanted to. But it’s her dimpled chin that I find the most adorable. I don’t even realize I’m staring until she clears her throat and I realize I’ve missed something important.

      “I’m sorry?” I ask with a smile, hoping she’ll forgive me.

      “I asked your sons birthdate. Just to confirm on his chart,” she repeats softly.

      “It’s June tenth, 2017,” I answer clearly.

      “Thank you, so you said a sore throat brought you in today?” She looks over the chart and then up at us. I appreciate the eye contact, although it’s making my stomach do flips as I look into her rich brown eyes.

      “Yes, he’s been complaining for a few days and we went to try his normal pediatrician but he couldn’t take him today so he suggested the ER if it was really bad. His throat is all red and swollen and he’s got some spots,” I explain.

      “Okay, Aaron, is it? I’m just going to take a look inside your throat. Is that okay?” She smiles her bright, shiny, white teeth at him and he nods.

      Sitting up, he opens his mouth wide for her and she shines a light inside to see. She goes on to check his ears and nose as well and then his temperature.

      “Okay, so it looks like it could be strep. I’m going to have a doctor come over and see if they agree and they can write you a prescription.”

      “Thank you so much.”  I smile.

      “Of course, it might be a little longer but I can give him something for the discomfort for now; is that okay?”

      “Yes, please.” I nod.

      “Okay.” She clicks some buttons on the chart she’s holding and pops out of the curtain, coming back a few minutes later with some water and medicine. Aaron sits up just long enough to choke it down and lies back down while we wait for the doctor.

      “How are you feeling, my love?” I ask once the medicine’s kicked in a bit.

      “It still hurts, but not as much,” he whispers. I am the soft spoken one among us so it is weird to hear him be so quiet.

      “The doctor should be here soon,” I remind him.

      Another twenty-three minutes later, a doctor shows up with Nurse Nova. She’s handling the chart again, while he does all the talking. It’s a bit quicker than I can keep up with but at least it’s all basic information. Aaron’s tonsils look enflamed, it is strep so they can’t do anything about it now but they’re recommending I take him to a specialist and get it checked out.

      “How much would that cost?” I hate that I have to worry about things like that but with no insurance and a single mom household, I do have to worry about things like that.

      “Oh, it’s covered by most insurances,” the doctor says, brushing me off.

      “I don’t have insurance,” I mumble.

      “Oh.” He makes a face but quickly stops himself. “Well, it’s up to you but if it were my child, I’d want him to see a specialist.”

      “Okay.” I clench my jaw and force another smile. This is one of the nicer hospitals in town and I hate that I am being treated like a welfare case. I can afford this trip and the bills to come with it, I just don’t have insurance because I am part time at my job. I don’t appreciate anyone thinking I’m not taking care of Aaron because I don’t have insurance.

      “I’m sorry about him, he can be a little condescending,” Nurse Nova says when Doctor Asshat is out of earshot.

      “I, of course, will take him to a specialist,” I say defensively.

      “You don’t have to explain a thing to me, you’re doing right by your son just by being here. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.” She reaches out to touch my arm and give it a light squeeze. It is just enough reassurance I need.
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      Once Dr. Ramerez leaves our patient, I can’t help but stay back and reassure the mother. He is one of those Ivy league graduates who is going into his own private practice soon and is doing ER rotation as a formality. He lacks the social graces of someone who can’t always afford basic healthcare. Something like that doesn’t even occur to someone like him. The mother is too polite to say anything but I know she isn’t being neglectful in not having health insurance. Maybe it is too expensive or maybe her job doesn’t offer it. There are so many reasons these days for someone not to have health insurance, it isn’t fair for anyone to be judgmental about that.

      “Excuse me? Doctor?” I call out to him after closing the curtain behind me.

      “Yes, Nurse?” He is one of those doctors that never bothers to learn our names. We are all just “nurse” to him.

      “I think you were a little hard on that mother, it’s not exactly easy for everyone to have health insurance these days,” I say quietly.

      “Excuse me?” He looks up from the chart he’s typing on and raises an eyebrow.

      “I’m just saying⁠— “

      “No, what you’re saying is that you think I didn’t do my job correctly and that’s highly disrespectful coming from you. I am your superior and you shouldn’t forget that,” he snaps.

      “I mean no disrespect, Doctor. I just think not everyone can afford life’s luxuries and it’s important we remember that.” I don’t often stand up to doctors and correct their wrongs, but something is sticking out about this family. The mother is so kind, despite waiting so long and having a sick son, all she wants is some help. It is rare we don’t see a mother going bananas at us, especially under these conditions.

      “I think it’s best if you stop there. This conversation is over.” He rolls his eyes like the child he is and walks away angrily.

      Marsha and Skylar look at me wide eyed. I knew what they are thinking, they have never seen me stand up to a doctor, let alone Doctor Ramerez who can make or break my career here. He is the chief of the hospital’s son and one bad review from him means your job is gone. I am just sick of being afraid of him and the power he likes to wave around.

      “Don’t you have patients to check on?” I shake my head at them. They are my work best friends but that means they know me better than anyone.

      “You are brave,” Skylar jokes.

      “It’s been nice working with you,” Marsha says, not looking up from her computer. She is one of the older nurses here and despite our vast age difference, she is like our mother. She is one of the only ones who will speak to a doctor like that because she knows her job was safe. Twenty odd years here will do that.

      “Stop. He will think about it and know I was right once he calms down,” I say, but even I’m not convinced. I should’ve known better than to speak up, but it is something about that family that got under my skin for once.

      Speaking of which, I head back to the mother and son with the prescription Dr. Ramerez wrote and a referral for some specialists nearby. We usually have to recommend the ones in the building but I made a second search of ones who don’t charge much without insurance. It only took a few minutes and I know it might make a difference to her.

      “So here’s the prescription, and we have some referrals. I made some stars next to the ones who are cheaper without insurance.” I smile and hand her the papers.

      “Thank you for everything.” The mother smiles. I wish I knew her name but the best I could do was Miss Thomson.

      “Of course, I hope you feel better, Aaron.” I look at the blonde boy curled up in a ball. I’d had my fair share of strep in college to know it was no joke. I don’t blame him for how he looks. Hopefully he’ll feel better once the antibiotics kick in.

      “Thank you,” the mother answers for him and they gather their things to leave.

      I head back to the desk, grabbing my iPad for the next patient chart.

      “Can you check on bed four? They’re complaining of stomach tenderness but I think it’s just a bad stomachache,” Marsha says.

      “Of course.” I nod.

      Heading into bed four, I push out the thoughts of Aaron and his mom. I need to focus on the patients in front of me now. I introduce myself and start the workup on the girl in front of me. She looks young, about sixteen at most but because it’s abdominal pain, I have to ask.

      “Is there any chance you’re pregnant?”

      “She’s only fifteen!” the mother screeches at me, as if I accused her of being a terrorist.

      “I understand, it’s just a standard question I have to ask.” I hesitate but ask again, “So, is there any chance?”

      “N-no,” the girl whispers, and I nod. I put down maybe just in case, it is clear I’m not going to get a straight answer from her with her mom standing here.

      “Ma’am, there’s some forms we need you to fill out at the front desk. Can you get those done now so we don’t have to worry about them later?” I smile, hoping she’ll take the bait.

      “Sure.” She nods. She leaves us alone and gives me a moment to talk to her daughter alone.

      “Okay, now that it’s just us. Is there any chance you could be pregnant?”

      “Y-yes. I mean I’ve had sex, but I didn’t want my mom to know that. I don’t think I am though.”

      “Okay, when was the date of your last period?” I pull up a calendar to start doing some math.

      “Two weeks ago,” she says after thinking for a moment.

      “Okay, now any spotting or bleeding since?”

      “Nope.” She shakes her head.

      “Okay.” I nod and mark this down in her chart. I ask a few more routine questions and her mother comes back in.

      “Any idea what it could be?” she asks sassily.

      “A doctor will be in shortly,” I say with a smile. It is part of my job to avoid any of the harder questions patients ask. Although it is probable she could be pregnant, I’m not in the job to make guesses. It could also be a number of other things that would cause her symptoms.

      “Bed four is done, just need a doctor to check on her. I’m going to go on lunch while it’s quiet,” I tell Marsha.

      “Okay.” She takes the iPad from me and plugs it back in while I head down the hall to the locker room.

      I grab my jacket out of my locker and head to my car for lunch. It is quieter in my car than the cafeteria and I won’t have to worry about running into Dr. Jones. He’s been on the hunt to get me to go on a date with him for months now and no matter how many times I politely decline, he can’t take a hint. He is sweet and a good doctor, not like a lot of the others here. But he just isn’t my type and I don’t like to mix business with pleasure. The last thing I need is to be on a doctor’s shit list because I end up breaking their heart.

      My car is chilly from the frigid April showers. It has been raining all day, with it stopping recently. Not that the hospital has windows for me to see that, but I checked my phone and tried to go on breaks when it was done. My first two were not so lucky, I had to hide out at the nurse’s station eating snacks from the vending machine. Leaving my lunchbox in my car has its downfalls when I don’t get out here to eat. But yesterday was wash day and the last thing I need is to mess up my press.

      I climb into the front seat, starting up my car so I can get some heat going, and reach behind me for my lunchbox. I have a variety of protein bars and snacks, but I am after my lunch of a chicken Cesar salad and leftover cold Chinese food. I like to eat healthy to keep up my strength at work, but I am a sucker for cold Chinese food. Even if it is cold. I can’t help myself.

      Keeping an eye on the clock, I eat quickly. I only have thirty minutes for break and I’ll need to be back inside by the end. Marsha is a real hard ass about things like that, but maybe that is why she is in charge of all the nurses. I devour my Chinese food first and then my salad, I take a protein brownie with me for when I get hungry later. Packing everything up, I glance at the passenger seat and remember the mail I grabbed on my way out the door this afternoon. I still have a few minutes left so I look through the mail and open everything except the bills. What catches my eye is on the bottom, a black envelope. It’s addressed to me in fancy, white handwriting and I realize it’s from Reagan. We’ve been friends for years, keeping in touch as much as we could, as what happens when you get older. I open it to find out she’s marrying her high school sweetheart and baby daddy, Grayson. I smile, happy she invited me. There is a note with it, ‘sorry this is so last minute, I couldn’t find your number or address, I hope you can come.’ I laugh, I have moved so many times over the years, I don’t blame her. The wedding is only three weeks away. I check my phone and luckily, it’s for a Saturday I have off. I head back inside and await the rest of my shift. Only six more hours to go. At least now I have something to look forward to.
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      I’m staring at the hospital bill, wondering how the hell a trip to the emergency room could cost so much money. Aaron only went for strep throat for goodness sakes, not a broken bone or major surgery. This didn’t even include the prescription I had to get him out of pocket that cost me another forty-eight dollars and ninety-six cents.

      “What are you staring at so intently?”

      “Shouldn’t you be getting ready for your wedding?” I look at Reagan, who just walked into the shop on her wedding day.

      “Yes, technically.” She walks past me, her hair and makeup already done.

      “So, what are you doing here?” I ask, walking from behind the counter. I follow her into her office.

      “I was looking for something…here!” She holds up a small box and I wrinkle my eyebrows.

      “What is that?”

      “Our wedding rings.” Reagan smiles.

      “You left them here?” My eyes widen.

      “Yes, but don’t tell anyone that.” She pauses. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing you need to worry about on your wedding day.” I push the hospital bill aside.

      “Addie, you can talk to me.” Regan stops and smiles. I sigh, because I know I can and I really need to unload this burden. I look across the room at Aaron but he has his headphones on so I can talk freely.

      “I just need to find a way to get insurance. I have this huge hospital bill and Aaron needs to go to a specialist and then probably get his tonsils removed and it’s a lot of money for things I don’t have. Not to mention every time I go to the doctor it’s an arm and a leg,” I admit. Just saying it out loud makes me feel better.

      “I’m sorry, I wish I had a better option when it came to health insurance here.” Reagan sighs. I know she tries to run a good business and it’s a complicated procedure to get everyone on health insurance.

      “No, it’s okay. I just need to figure out something quick to get insurance or the money for these bills,” I joke.

      “I have to run, but I’ll see you in a bit!” She laughs and runs out the door.

      I think about my first wedding and all the nerves I had, I am glad she seems as calm as she normally does. My first wedding ended in a bigger disaster than I care to admit. But it gave me Aaron, so I try to focus on that. Pushing aside the thoughts of my ex, I go back to closing up shop.

      The Tattoo shop was only open for a half day to give Carter and Lynn some business before we close for a few days. Reagan is going on her honeymoon and she wanted to give us some time off too. I can’t remember the last time I had a day off where it isn’t because of Aaron or another errand so I am grateful for the time.

      “Are you ready?” I ask Aaron who’s been quietly playing on his tablet on one of the couches.

      “Yes, Mom.” He smiles.

      I close up the register, sweep the lobby, and shut off the lights behind us. Today I was only a receptionist, but once Reagan gets back from her honeymoon, I’ll be starting my apprenticeship under her. I am equally excited and nervous at the prospect of tattooing real-life people instead of fake skin and prototypes. So today, closing up was easy, but soon we’ll be looking for my replacement. Something Regan and I had talked about only lightly. She has the room to take on one more tattoo artist now that Carter has joined us and she assured me the position will be mine as long as I want it. But honestly, the thought of working at an all-female inclusive tattoo shop is more than appealing to me.

      I need to drop off Aaron at my mom’s house before the wedding. Reagan had said he was invited to play with Leanne, but I could use a night with an open bar and no one to look after. She completely understood and Aaron was never the wiser to his invite. So I give him an extra-long hug and leave him with my parents, thanking them for watching him overnight.

      “We love to have him,” she reassures me. I feel bad about leaving him, even
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