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  Dedicated to the one you destroyed in July. I hope he’s not currently wearing scrubs, standing in your hospital wing, and waiting for his turn to move the chess pieces. If he is… well, at least your skin will recognize him before your brain has time to panic.
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I found out the way you find out everything at Harrod-Keen. Not through official channels. Not through email or a department memo or any of the systems a functioning institution is supposed to use. Through Lena Cho, second-year, who heard it from a scrub nurse, who heard it from someone in credentialing, who probably heard it from the vending machine on the third floor because that thing knows everything before anyone does.

“We’re getting a transfer,” Lena said, not looking up from her chart. “Second-year. Surgical.”

I was mid-bite on a granola bar that tasted like compressed sawdust and good intentions. Seven hours into a twelve-hour shift. Three patients post-op, one pre-op consult I still hadn’t finished because the patient’s wife kept asking me if her husband was going to die and I kept saying “We’re going to take excellent care of him” because that is the sentence they teach you to say when the honest answer is too long and too conditional for a woman who hasn’t slept in thirty hours.

“Surgical,” I repeated. “Our cohort?”

“Our cohort.”

“From where?”

Lena shrugged. “Philly, I think. Someone said Jefferson. Or Temple. One of those.”

I set the granola bar down. Picked up my coffee. Put the coffee down without drinking it. There are moments when your body starts running diagnostics before your brain catches up, and you can feel yourself being scanned from the inside, every system checking in. Heart rate: normal. Hands: still. Breathing: even. Everything reporting fine. Everything lying.

Philly.

There are a lot of surgical programs in Philadelphia. A lot of second-year residents in the world. The odds were nothing. The odds were statistical noise. I picked the coffee back up and drank it and it tasted like what it always tastes like, which is burnt water with ambition, and I finished my chart note and I walked to my pre-op consult and I told the wife again that we were going to take excellent care of her husband and I meant it, I always mean it, and I did not think about Philadelphia again for the rest of the hour.

That is a lie. I thought about it fourteen times. I counted.

The thing about dread is that it doesn’t need evidence. It doesn’t need a name or a confirmation or a face. It just needs a crack. One hairline fracture in the surface of a normal day, and it seeps in like groundwater, filling spaces you didn’t know were hollow. Philly. Surgical. Second-year. Our cohort. Four data points that meant nothing individually and everything in sequence, like symptoms you’d dismiss alone but together form a diagnosis you don’t want to write down.

I told myself I was being irrational. I told myself this often enough that it became its own rhythm, a pulse beneath the shift. Irrational. Irrational. Check the labs on bed four. Irrational.

By hour nine, I had constructed and demolished seven different versions of reality. In one, the transfer was a stranger, someone I would meet at orientation and forget within a week. In another, the transfer was someone adjacent, someone who had heard of me or heard of what happened or heard nothing at all because it was five years ago and five years is long enough for a story to lose its legs. In the worst version, the one I kept circling back to the way your tongue keeps finding a broken tooth, the transfer was not a stranger. The transfer was specific. The transfer was a person whose name I had not said out loud in four years and eleven months because I am precise about the things I avoid, and I avoid them with the same discipline I bring to everything else.

I didn’t say his name. Not even inside my own head. Not yet. The name was a door, and I was not opening doors today. Today I was closing charts and checking vitals and being the version of myself that Harrod-Keen had hired. Competent. Controlled. Completely without a past.

Breck found me at the scrub sink at half past four. I was washing my hands for the third time in an hour, which is either excellent hygiene practice or a sign that something in my nervous system had switched to a setting I couldn’t manually override. Breck leaned against the doorframe the way she always does, like the building was built to hold her up and she was just giving it a job.

“You look like someone told you there’s a pop quiz,” she said.

“There’s always a pop quiz. That’s what residency is.”

“Cute. Deflection dressed as wit.” She crossed her arms. “Lena said you went weird when she mentioned the transfer.”

“I didn’t go weird.”

“You put your coffee down, picked it up, put it down again, and then stared at the wall for approximately four seconds. For you that’s the equivalent of screaming into a pillow.”

“I was thinking about a patient.”

“Which one?”

“The pre-op consult. Bed seven. His wife is anxious.”

“Everyone’s wife is anxious. That’s what wives do in hospitals. Try again.”

I turned off the faucet. Dried my hands. Looked at Breck with the face I use when I need a conversation to end, which is not mean exactly, just absent. A removal of access. Most people read it and step back. Breck is not most people. Breck reads it and leans in, because Breck Lourdes has a pathological inability to leave a closed door unknocked.

But today she surprised me. She looked at my face and something in her expression shifted. Not concern exactly. Something more careful than that. She unfolded her arms.

“Okay,” she said. “You don’t have to tell me. But if you need something, I’m on until eight.”

She left. The scrub sink dripped twice into the silence. I stood there with my dry hands and my wet pulse and told myself, again, that I was being irrational, that Philadelphia was full of surgical residents, that the odds were nothing, that I was fine.

Fine. The most dishonest word in the English language. Four letters that mean absolutely nothing and cover for absolutely everything. I was fine the way the surface of a frozen lake is fine. Solid enough to stand on. Thin enough to hear the water moving underneath.

I finished my shift. Or rather, my shift continued and I continued inside it, performing the tasks that were expected of me with the precision that was expected of me, and no one looked at me sideways because I gave no one a reason to. This is the thing I am best at. Not surgery, although I am good at surgery. Not patient care, although I am careful with patients in a way that matters to me even when it costs me sleep. The thing I am best at is maintaining a surface. Five years of practice. Thousands of hours of keeping my face arranged and my voice calibrated and my hands busy enough that no one thinks to look at what they’re not doing. I have built a self the way you build a resume. Deliberately. With gaps accounted for.

The surgical lounge at Harrod-Keen is on the fourth floor, wedged between the attendings’ offices and a supply closet that always smells like iodine and regret. It’s where they do introductions for new rotations, where attendings hold informal debriefs, where residents go to eat sad lunches and pretend they’re not falling apart. It has a couch that was donated in the nineties and hasn’t been cleaned since, and a coffee machine that produces a liquid that technically meets the chemical definition of coffee in the same way a puddle technically meets the definition of a body of water.

I walked into the surgical lounge at 6:47 p.m. because I needed to check the rotation board for the morning. That is the truth. I walked into the surgical lounge at 6:47 p.m. because the rotation board is posted on the wall next to the coffee machine and I could have checked it on the app but I wanted the physical board because I trust paper more than screens. That is also the truth. I walked into the surgical lounge at 6:47 p.m. because something in me, some animal circuit that operates below the level of language, knew what was in that room before I opened the door, and I went anyway because the alternative was not knowing, and not knowing was a kind of torture I was no longer willing to fund.

He was standing by the window.

Not doing anything. Not performing ease or confidence or casualness. Just standing. Looking at the parking lot four floors below with his arms at his sides and his back to the door, and for approximately two seconds I saw him the way a stranger would. Tall. Still. Wearing Harrod-Keen scrubs like he’d been wearing them for years instead of what could only have been hours. His hair was shorter than I remembered. His shoulders were broader. Or maybe they were the same and I had shrunk him in my memory to make him easier to carry.

Dr. Farris was there too. Program director. Standing by the rotation board with a clipboard and the expression she wears when she’s being official, which looks exactly like the expression she wears when she’s being unofficial, which is to say: unreadable, efficient, and mildly inconvenienced by the existence of other humans.

“Vos,” Farris said, seeing me first. “Good. Have you met our new second-year?”

He turned around.

And there it is. The moment. The one I have rehearsed and dreaded and bargained with and occasionally, in the weakest hours of the weakest nights, imagined with a specificity that should embarrass me. Five years of preparation. Five years of building a version of myself that could withstand this exact second. And what I can tell you is that none of it mattered. Not the rehearsals. Not the surface. Not the thousands of hours of learning how to arrange my face into something neutral and unassailable. Because the body doesn’t negotiate with the past. The body is not interested in the self you’ve built. The body remembers, and it remembers without your permission, and when he turned around and I saw his face, my body said his name before my mind could stop it.

I didn’t say it out loud. That distinction matters. Inside my skull, the name detonated like something that had been buried and waiting for pressure. But my mouth stayed shut and my face stayed still and my hands stayed at my sides, and from the outside I looked like a second-year resident meeting a colleague. From the inside I was seventeen again, standing in a kitchen at a lake house, looking at a boy who looked at me like I was saying something interesting even when I wasn’t talking.

He met my eyes. Held them for a length of time that was either one second or one century. I couldn’t tell. Time does something specific and cruel when you’re standing in front of someone you ruined. It doesn’t slow down the way people say it does. It folds. Past and present collapse into the same moment, and you exist in both simultaneously, and the distance between who you were and who you are becomes not a distance at all but a single point of contact, sharp enough to draw blood.

He nodded. Once. A small, contained motion, the kind of nod you give a passing acquaintance. A coworker. Someone whose name you know but whose existence does not register as significant.

“Vos,” he said.

One syllable. My surname. Delivered with the exact same inflection he would use for anyone in that room, the same mild acknowledgment, the same complete absence of anything extra. No heat. No cold. No history. Just a word that happened to be my name, spoken by a man who happened to be standing in my hospital, wearing my program’s scrubs, as if the last five years were a hallway he had walked through without stopping to touch the walls.

Then he turned back to Farris and asked a question about the call schedule, and I stood there and watched him become a colleague in real time. Watched him fold himself into the machinery of Harrod-Keen like he was a part that had always been missing and only just arrived. Farris answered him. He nodded. Made a note on his phone. Farris said something about the locker assignments and he listened with the attentive stillness of a person who takes institutional details seriously, and I stood there with his name ricocheting off the inside of my ribs and realized with perfect, nauseating clarity that I was wallpaper.

Not ignored. Not avoided. Not even dismissed. Wallpaper. Part of the room. Unremarkable. The kind of thing your eyes pass over because it has always been there and there is no reason to look at it more than once.

I checked the rotation board. My eyes moved across the names and dates and none of it registered because my visual cortex was busy doing something else, something involuntary and useless, which was mapping the differences between the boy I remembered and the man standing six feet away. The jaw was the same. The hands were the same, although I tried not to look at the hands, because the hands were the part of him I remembered with the most unwelcome precision. The voice was different. Lower. Settled. Like it had found a register it planned to stay in. At seventeen his voice had still been searching for its final shape. Now it had arrived. It sounded like something that had been used carefully and sparingly and never wasted on anything it didn’t mean.

“You’re on with Adeyemi tomorrow,” Farris said to me. “Six a.m. sharp.”

“Yes, Dr. Farris.”

“And Castillo will be shadowing your rotation this week while he acclimates. Show him the workflow.”

I heard the words. I processed them the way you process the sound of a car crash from inside the car. With a strange, detached awareness that something significant was happening and that it was happening to you and that there was absolutely nothing you could do about the physics of it.

“Of course,” I said.

Priest did not look at me when Farris said this. He was still reading something on his phone. Or pretending to read something. I couldn’t tell, and the inability to tell was its own kind of violence, because I used to be able to read him the way I read imaging. Without effort. Without doubt. I knew when he was actually calm and when he was performing calm and when the calm was about to end. I knew the difference between his real laugh and his social laugh, and I knew what his silence meant when it was comfortable and what it meant when it was not, and I knew these things because once, for a very short period of time, he let me close enough to learn them.

Now he was a closed system. A sealed room. I could see the walls but not through them, and the blankness of his surface was so total, so practiced, that I recognized it instantly because it was a mirror of my own.

We had both learned the same trick. We had both become people who could stand in a room with the worst thing that ever happened to them and look like we were thinking about the call schedule.

I left the lounge. Walked to the elevator. Pressed the button. Waited. The doors opened. I stepped in. The doors closed. I pressed the button for the ground floor. The elevator descended. I watched the numbers change. Four. Three. Two. One. Each number a step further from the room where he was standing and closer to the parking garage where my car was waiting, and inside the car I could sit and be alone with the thing that was currently sitting at the base of my throat like a swallowed stone, the thing I had felt before Lena even said the word Philly, the thing my body knew before my brain caught up.

He was here.

Not abstractly. Not hypothetically. Not in the distant, theoretical way I had permitted myself to fear. Here. In my hospital. In my program. In my cohort. He would be in my operating rooms and my on-call nights and my morning rounds and my scrub sinks. He would exist in my peripheral vision every single day, and every single day I would have to look at him and remember what I did, and every single day he would look at me and nod and say “Vos” and turn away, and the turning away would be the thing that killed me. Not because it was cruel. Because it was correct. Because I earned that turning away five years ago in a lake house kitchen when I decided that the safest thing to do with a boy who saw me clearly was to make sure no one ever believed him again.

The elevator opened on the ground floor. I stepped out. Walked through the lobby. Pushed through the double doors into the parking garage. Found my car. Sat in the driver’s seat with my hands on the wheel and the engine off.

I sat there for a long time.

There was no crying. I want to be clear about that. Not because crying would be weakness. Because crying would be a release, and I did not deserve a release. What I deserved was exactly this: the dry, airless weight of a past I thought I had outrun sitting down in the passenger seat beside me, making itself comfortable, and letting me know that it had always known where I lived.

I started the car eventually. Drove home. Took the route that avoids the highway because the highway requires a kind of autopilot I didn’t trust myself to maintain. Surface streets. Stop signs. Red lights that forced me to sit still and stare at taillights and brake when I was told to brake. I obeyed every traffic law like a person who had recently learned what rules were for. I pulled into my driveway. Turned the engine off. Sat in the dark for another eight minutes. Went inside.

My housemates were asleep, or out, or both. The house was dark and smelled like the lavender plug-in that Tess bought because she read an article about cortisol reduction, and I stood in the kitchen and opened the refrigerator and stared into it without seeing anything and closed it again and leaned against the counter.

He had looked good. That was the part I wasn’t going to say. Not to anyone, not to myself, not in any version of this confession, but the truth doesn’t care what you’re willing to say. He had looked good. Settled into himself in a way that seventeen-year-old Castillo hadn’t been yet. Less searching. More certain. Like a sentence that had finally found its period.

I went to bed. I did not sleep. I lay in the dark with my eyes open and my hands flat on the mattress and I listened to the house settle around me and I thought about the word he’d said. Vos. One syllable. My name, technically. Functionally. Legally. But the way he said it. The way he said it like he was placing a piece on a board. Like he was confirming something. Like he was saying “check” in a game I didn’t know had started, and now I was sitting across from him with all my careful arrangements exposed and nowhere to move that didn’t cost me something.

Five years I had been building this. This life. This self. This Ottilie Vos who was defined by her competence and her composure and her impeccable surgical technique and her ability to function on four hours of sleep and bad coffee and the quiet, load-bearing certainty that the worst thing she ever did was behind her. Sealed. Outgrown. A chapter in a book she had closed and shelved and never planned to read again.

He said “Vos” and the book opened itself.

I lay in the dark and I felt every page.
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The schedule went up at five in the morning. I know this because I was already there, standing in front of the rotation board with a cup of coffee I had no intention of drinking, reading the names for the week the way you read a biopsy result. Slowly. With the understanding that what you’re about to learn might change the architecture of your next several days in ways you cannot control.

Adeyemi, K. General Surgery. Rotation Team: Vos, O. Castillo, P. Cho, L.

Three names under one attending. Forty-eight hours of shared patients, shared scrub rooms, shared evaluations. Lena Cho, who talked too much during procedures and compensated with genuinely excellent hands. And Priest Castillo, whose name looked ordinary printed on a rotation schedule, just letters on a laminated board, the same font and size as everyone else’s, as if the system itself did not understand what it had done by placing those letters next to mine.

I stood there for a while. Long enough for the coffee to cool. Long enough for the overhead lights to start their morning buzz, that low electrical hum that lives in the walls of every hospital I have ever worked in, the sound of a building waking up and preparing to hold the weight of all the people who would walk through it needing things it could not guarantee.

I drank the coffee. It was cold and terrible. I went to change into scrubs.

The first patient was a fifty-eight-year-old man named Gerald Keogh, post-op day one from a laparoscopic cholecystectomy. Unremarkable case. Unremarkable recovery. The kind of patient who apologizes for bothering you when you come to check his incision sites, as if his presence in the hospital is an inconvenience he should feel guilty about. I liked him. I like the ones who apologize. They remind me that there are people in the world who carry guilt about things that are not their fault, and that this is a common and human trait, and that I am not the only person alive who has built a personality around the management of something she should have put down years ago.

Priest arrived on the floor at six fifteen. I know the exact time because I was facing the clock when he came through the double doors, and my eyes moved from the clock to the doors without my permission, the way your eyes move to a sound in a dark room. Involuntary. Diagnostic. The body assessing a potential threat before the mind has time to decide whether the threat is real.

He was carrying a tablet and a pen. Not the hospital-issued tablet that most residents use. Something older, slightly scratched on the back, with a case that had been replaced at least once. He held it in his left hand. The pen was in his right. He clicked the pen once when he walked, a single mechanical sound, and then he stopped clicking it and put it in his breast pocket and I catalogued this information the way I catalogue vital signs. Automatically. Without wanting to.

“Morning,” he said to the floor in general. To no one in particular. To the air between us that he treated as if it belonged to everyone equally.

“Morning,” Lena said.

I said nothing. I was reading Gerald Keogh’s chart and I was going to keep reading Gerald Keogh’s chart until my eyes processed the words on the screen instead of using the screen as a mirror to watch the man standing eight feet behind me.

Dr. Adeyemi arrived at six thirty, which was early for Adeyemi, who operated on a schedule that was either fifteen minutes ahead or fifteen minutes behind the rest of the hospital and never precisely on time. He was a good surgeon. Thorough. Patient with residents in a way that not all attendings managed, especially not the ones who had been doing this for twenty years and had lost the ability to remember what it felt like to not know things. Adeyemi still remembered. You could see it in the way he asked questions. Not to test. To teach. There is a difference, and residents learn to tell the two apart within the first week.

“Team,” Adeyemi said. “Castillo, welcome. You’ve met Vos and Cho?”

“I have,” Priest said.

Three syllables. Perfectly neutral. No warmth, no cold, no undertone, no subtext. Just a confirmation of a fact. He had met us. That was true. He had met Lena yesterday during orientation. He had met me five years ago in a kitchen where the light was bad and his wrist was resting on the counter and I was trying not to stare at the vein that ran along the inside of it, and then he had met me again in the surgical lounge twelve hours ago when he turned around and said my last name like it was a word he’d looked up in a dictionary and practiced pronouncing correctly but without emotional investment.

I have met them. Yes. Technically. In the way that a building has met the earthquake that flattened it.

Rounds began at seven. This is the part of the day where the machinery takes over, where the rhythm of the hospital replaces whatever is happening inside your skull with the external demands of patients who need things from you. Vitals. Assessments. Plans. The beautiful, consuming structure of medical care, which leaves no room for the personal because the personal is irrelevant when someone’s white count is climbing and you need to figure out why.

I leaned into it. Let the work fill me the way it always does, the way it has since I started medical school, since I discovered that the practice of medicine is the only context in which my particular brand of hypervigilance is not a flaw but an asset. I notice things. I track details. I hold patterns in my head and cross-reference them without being told to. In a social setting this makes me exhausting. In a hospital it makes me good.

We saw nine patients that morning. I presented four. Lena presented three. Priest presented two, and this is where the problem started, because he was good.

Not good the way new transfers are good, which is competent but cautious, deferential to the attending, careful not to overstep in an unfamiliar environment. He was good the way someone is good when they have decided, at some cellular level, that the work is the only thing that matters and they have given it every part of themselves that they can spare. His presentations were clean. Organized. He spoke at a pace that respected both the attending’s time and the patient’s complexity, and he did not rush through the assessment the way most residents do when they’re nervous, cramming three differentials into one breath to prove they’ve thought about it. He gave each differential space. He paused between them. He let the attending think.

Adeyemi noticed. I could see it in the way he tilted his head during Priest’s second presentation, a barely perceptible shift that meant he was not just listening but evaluating, the way you evaluate a resident you might want to teach more than you’re required to.

I noticed too, and what I noticed made something in my chest tighten in a way that I am going to describe honestly because I promised myself, when I agreed to tell this story, that I would not hide the ugly parts. I was jealous. Not of his skill, exactly. Of his ease. Of the way he stood in a room where I was also standing and performed at a level that I considered mine, that I had built my entire identity around, and did it without apparent effort. Without the scaffolding. Without the five years of relentless, grinding, compensatory work that I had put in to become someone worth keeping. He just was. He just showed up and was good at this, and I stood there with my clipboard and my four presentations and my perfectly organized chart notes and felt the specific, humiliating sting of watching someone match you at the thing you thought was yours.

I did not show this. I want to be clear. My face showed nothing. My voice showed nothing. My hands were steady and my notes were thorough and I answered Adeyemi’s questions with the precision that Adeyemi expected from me because Adeyemi had learned over the past year that I was someone who could be relied upon to have already thought two steps ahead. I was that person. I was still that person. The jealousy was mine and it lived inside me and I gave it no oxygen and no exit.

But it was there. Sitting next to the dread. Sitting next to the memory of his wrist on a countertop. Sitting next to the sound of “Vos” delivered without inflection. A whole ecosystem of things I was carrying while I discussed a patient’s post-operative wound care, and no one in that room knew any of it, and that is the loneliest sentence I have written so far.

After rounds, we split. Lena went to pre-op. I was assigned to wound checks on the surgical floor. Priest was sent to the ER for a consult, and I experienced approximately forty minutes of something resembling normalcy, which is to say I was alone with patients and charts and the work, and the work held me the way it always holds me, firmly and without judgment, and I did not think about him for stretches of three to four minutes at a time, which I counted as a victory.

He came back from the ER consult with a note Adeyemi hadn’t asked for. A write-up on the patient’s imaging, annotated, with a differential that included a possibility the ER attending had missed. Adeyemi read it standing in the hallway. Looked up. Looked at Priest. Said, “Good eye, Castillo.” Two words that I had spent months earning and that Priest received on his first day.

I was changing a dressing on a patient in room 412 when this happened. The door was open. I heard it. I kept my hands moving because the patient deserved steady hands and because if I stopped what I was doing to feel what I was feeling, the feeling would win, and I had decided a long time ago that feelings do not get to win. Not here. Not in this building. This building is for the work. The work is the thing I traded everything else to be good at, and I will not let anything, not him, not the sound of an attending praising him, not the memory of who he was before I took a match to his life, compromise the one clean thing I have built.

I finished the dressing. Removed my gloves. Documented the wound status. Walked to the supply closet at the end of the hall and pressed my forehead against the wall.

The wall was cool. Painted cinder block. The kind of surface that gives you nothing back, no warmth, no comfort, just resistance. I pressed my forehead into it and closed my eyes and counted.

One. Two. Three.

His hands during the suture. I had not planned to see them. I was observing a minor laceration repair in the ER, a standard teaching moment, and Priest was the one suturing because Adeyemi wanted to see his technique, and I stood on the opposite side of the bed and watched his hands work and felt something so specific and so unwelcome that I need a moment before I can describe it.

Four. Five. Six.

His hands were the same. That was the problem. Everything else about him had changed enough to create distance, to allow me the fiction that he was a different person than the boy I remembered. The jaw was harder. The voice was lower. The shoulders, the posture, the way he held himself in a room. All different. All belonging to a man I had not met. But the hands. The hands were identical. Long fingers. Deliberate movements. The left hand stabilizing while the right hand worked, a coordination so practiced it looked effortless, and I stood there watching him close a wound with the same hands that had once rested on a kitchen counter while I tried not to stare, the same hands that had touched my face on a dock in July, and my body remembered those hands with a fidelity that my mind had spent five years trying to corrupt.

Seven. Eight. Nine.

I pressed harder into the wall. Not enough to hurt. Enough to feel the texture of the paint against my skin, the small imperfections in the cinder block, the physical reality of where I was. I was in a supply closet. I was at Harrod-Keen. I was twenty-six years old and I was a surgical resident and I was not seventeen and I was not on a dock and the hands I had just watched close a laceration were hands that belonged to a colleague. A colleague. A person on my rotation. A name on a schedule. Nothing more. Nothing more.

Ten. Eleven.

I opened my eyes. Straightened up. Checked my reflection in the chrome paper towel dispenser, which was not a mirror but served the purpose well enough. Face: neutral. Eyes: clear. Hair: still pinned. I looked like a person who had stepped into a supply closet to get supplies. I left the supply closet without supplies and no one asked why because no one noticed, because I am very good at going unnoticed when I need to be, and I needed to be, and so I was.

The afternoon was worse.

Not because anything happened. Because nothing happened, relentlessly, for hours. Priest and I were in the same rooms, on the same floor, discussing the same patients, and he treated me with a courtesy so total and so even that it felt like a coat of paint applied over something I was not allowed to see. He asked me about a patient’s allergy list with the same tone he used to ask Lena about a discharge summary. He held a door for me the way he held a door for the charge nurse who walked through behind me. He said “thank you” when I handed him a chart and the thank you was real, it was not sarcastic, it was not loaded, it was just a person saying thank you because another person had handed them something, and the normalcy of it was so complete that I wanted to put my fist through the wall.

I had prepared for anger. I want to say this clearly because it matters for everything that comes after. In the five years since the lake house, I had built defenses against specific attacks. Coldness. Accusation. Confrontation. The public unmasking I feared every time I entered a new institution, the moment when someone would point at me and say “I know what you did.” I had rehearsed responses. I had practiced the face I would make, the tone I would use, the careful and controlled admission of a past mistake that I had learned from and grown beyond. I was ready for war.

I was not ready for peace. I was not ready for a man who looked at me and felt nothing. Or performed nothing so convincingly that the distinction was irrelevant.

Because here is what his courtesy meant, translated from the language of restraint into the language of truth: you are not significant enough to be angry at. You are a coworker. You are a schedule. You are a last name I use because using your first name would imply a familiarity that does not exist. You are Vos. You are a door I hold open and a chart I say thank you for and a rotation partner I will work with competently and professionally until the rotation ends and then I will move to the next one and you will become a person I nod to in hallways and nothing more. You are nothing more.

That is what his nothing felt like. It felt like being erased by someone who once drew you in detail.

The charge nurse on the surgical floor was a woman named Patricia Odem who had been at Harrod-Keen for nineteen years and who operated with the terrifying efficiency of someone who had seen every kind of resident and was no longer impressed by any of them. She was fair. She was blunt. She did not give compliments because she did not believe in inflating egos that the profession would eventually correct on its own. When Patricia Odem said something kind about a resident, the floor noticed.

At four in the afternoon, within earshot of me, my patient, and the nursing student who was shadowing Patricia that week, Patricia said: “That new one. Castillo. He actually looks at you when you’re talking.”

She was speaking to another nurse. Rhonda, I think. Or maybe the student. It didn’t matter who she was talking to because she was talking loudly enough for the hallway to hear, which with Patricia was always a choice. Patricia did not have an accidental volume.

“Most of them,” Patricia continued, “they hear half your sentence and they’re already looking at their phone or thinking about the next patient. This one listens. Actually listens. You can tell.”

I was documenting a wound assessment on my tablet. My stylus moved across the screen in steady, even strokes. I did not look up. I did not react. I documented the wound margins, the degree of granulation, the absence of signs of infection. I was thorough. I was precise. I was a model of professional focus, and inside my chest something was being pressed flat, slowly and deliberately, the way you press a flower in a book. Crushed into preservation.

He was good with the nurses. Of course he was. He had always been good with people who were not me. Or rather, he had been good with everyone, including me, until I gave him a reason to stop. The thing about Priest that I remembered, the thing my body stored alongside the hands and the voice and the wrist on the counter, was that his attention was specific. When he looked at you, he looked at you. Not at the idea of you. Not at the social function you served. At the actual person standing in front of him, with all their specific and unrepeatable details. It was the thing that had drawn me to him at seventeen. It was the thing that had terrified me enough to burn it down.

And now he was giving it to everyone at Harrod-Keen. The nurses. The attendings. The patients. Everyone received the full weight of Priest Castillo’s attention, that focused, unhurried presence that made you feel like you were the only person in the room who mattered.

Everyone except me.

I received courtesy. I received professionalism. I received the version of him that costs nothing, and I stood there in a hallway holding a tablet and listening to a charge nurse praise the quality of his attention and understanding, with the clarity of a diagnostic image, that his indifference was not indifference at all. It was a choice. A precise, deliberate, surgical choice to give me nothing while giving everyone else everything. And the precision of it was what made it so devastating, because it meant he had thought about it. He had decided, in advance, exactly how much of himself I was allowed to access. He had set the boundary the way you set a fracture. Carefully. With an understanding of where the break was and how much force it could bear.

The answer, in my case, was none. The break could bear nothing. And so he gave me nothing. And the nothing was so perfectly measured, so exactly calibrated to the shape of what I had taken from him, that I could not even be angry about it, because anger requires injustice, and there was no injustice here. There was only consequence.

I finished my shift at seven. Documented everything. Checked on Gerald Keogh one more time because Gerald Keogh was a kind man who deserved to be checked on and because checking on Gerald Keogh allowed me to be in a room where Priest was not. Gerald asked me if I was eating enough. I told him I was eating fine. He said I looked tired. I told him everyone in a hospital looks tired and that it was a professional requirement. He laughed. I liked his laugh. I liked being in a room with a person who looked at me and saw a young doctor who might not be eating enough, instead of a woman who had destroyed someone and was currently being punished for it with the most courteous and unbearable indifference she had ever experienced.

I drove home. Did not sit in the driveway this time. Went inside. Tess was in the kitchen making pasta. She asked how my day was. I said fine. She asked if I wanted some. I said no. I went to my room and closed the door and sat on the edge of my bed and pressed my palms flat against the mattress and stared at the wall and thought about his hands closing a wound with the same steady, deliberate motion I remembered from a lifetime ago, when those hands were just a boy’s hands and I was just a girl who hadn’t lied yet.

His hands were the same.

Everything else I could have survived. The new voice. The broader frame. The professional competence, the attending’s praise, the charge nurse’s admiration. All of it was new. All of it belonged to a version of him I hadn’t met, a man built in the five years since I broke the boy. I could have filed that man away as a stranger. I could have treated him the way he was treating me. With nothing. With the clean, professional blankness of two people who share a rotation and nothing else.

But the hands. The hands wouldn’t let me.

The hands were seventeen. The hands were the dock and the kitchen and the morning after, when I woke up with his arm across my ribs and those fingers curled loosely against my side, holding on to me even in sleep. The hands were the one part of him that time had not translated into something I could pretend I didn’t recognize, and they worked in the same operating rooms I worked in, and they closed wounds with the same steadiness I remembered, and they would be there tomorrow and the day after and the day after that, because the rotation was forty-eight hours and the program was three years and I had just learned something about consequence that no one warns you about.

It doesn’t always look like punishment. Sometimes it looks like a man holding a door for you with the same hands he once used to touch your face, and the door is held open the same way it would be held open for anyone, and the hands are steady, and the face attached to the hands is neutral, and you walk through the door and say nothing because there is nothing to say that wouldn’t crack you open in a hallway full of people who think you are fine.

I pressed my palms harder into the mattress.

I was not fine. I was skinned. Walking around the hospital with every nerve exposed, and the air itself was abrasive, and the thing that had done the skinning was not cruelty, was not anger, was not the confrontation I had spent five years bracing for. It was the absence of all those things. It was a man who had decided I was no longer worth the energy of hating.

And the worst part, the part that I will carry out of this chapter and into every chapter that follows, is that I understood. Completely. Without argument or self-pity or the luxury of feeling wronged.

He gave me nothing because I deserved nothing.

And deserving it did not make it easier to hold.
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Breck did not ask me to come to the diner. Breck told me I was coming to the diner. There is an important distinction between these two actions, and the distinction is Breck Lourdes, who operates on a social frequency that does not recognize the word no as a complete sentence.

“You’re coming to Gooch’s,” she said, appearing at my locker at seven fourteen in the morning, still in scrubs, still smelling like the specific combination of antiseptic and exhaustion that clings to you after an overnight. Her hair was pulled back in a braid that had started the shift looking intentional and now looked like something that had survived a weather event. She was holding her jacket in one hand and her phone in the other and she was already walking toward the exit, which meant the invitation had been issued and accepted in her mind before I’d had the opportunity to decline it.

“I’m going home,” I said.

“You’re going to Gooch’s and then you’re going home.”

“I need to sleep.”

“You need to eat. You ate one protein bar in fourteen hours and I watched you throw half of it away because, and I’m quoting you here, ‘it tasted like drywall held together with optimism.’ You are coming to Gooch’s. You are eating eggs. This is not a discussion.”

I closed my locker. Considered my options. Considered that refusing Breck required more energy than I currently possessed, and that the path of least resistance led directly to a vinyl booth at a diner two blocks east of the hospital that served coffee strong enough to dissolve a spoon and eggs that tasted like an afterthought but came with toast that was, inexplicably, always perfect. The toast at Gooch’s was the one reliable thing in my life, and I did not have enough reliable things to turn one of them down.

“Fine,” I said.

“That’s the spirit. Really feeling the enthusiasm.”

We walked. The morning was cold in the way that upstate New York is cold in early autumn, which is not yet brutal but rehearsing for it. A preview of what the next six months would feel like. The sky was that pale, noncommittal gray that could mean rain or could mean nothing, the kind of sky that refuses to declare itself and forces you to carry an umbrella you probably won’t need. I did not have an umbrella. I had a jacket I’d forgotten in my locker and scrubs that smelled like a fourteen-hour shift and the specific bone-deep fatigue that comes from being awake since yesterday afternoon.

Gooch’s was a diner in the way that a person with a pulse is technically alive. It met the minimum requirements. Booths with cracked vinyl upholstery. A counter with stools that swiveled but shouldn’t because the mechanisms were unreliable and had deposited at least two residents onto the floor in the past year. A jukebox in the corner that hadn’t worked since before I started the program but remained plugged in, either out of nostalgia or because no one wanted to find out what was living behind it. The owner was a woman named Dolores who was either sixty or eighty, who smoked outside the back entrance during the breakfast rush, and who called every resident “hon” regardless of gender, age, or emotional state.

We sat in the booth by the window. Breck sat across from me and immediately opened the menu, which she did not need to open because she ordered the same thing every time, which was two eggs over medium, rye toast, and coffee. The menu was a ritual. A prop. Something to hold while the conversation found its footing.

I ordered coffee. Just coffee.

“Eggs,” Breck said, not looking up from the menu.

“I’m not hungry.”

“Eggs,” she repeated, and when the waitress came, Breck ordered for both of us. Two eggs, scrambled for me because she knew I wouldn’t eat them over easy, rye toast for her, white toast for me, and two coffees that arrived approximately ninety seconds later in mugs that were either off-white by design or off-white by accumulated history. I chose not to investigate.

The coffee was terrible. Gooch’s coffee was always terrible in a way that transcended bad coffee and entered a category of its own, something elemental and almost geological, like drinking the runoff from a very old and very tired mountain. I wrapped my hands around the mug because my hands were cold and the mug was warm, and I held it without drinking and watched the surface of the liquid vibrate slightly every time a truck passed on the road outside.

“So,” Breck said.

“So.”

“How’s the rotation.”

“Fine.”

“Adeyemi being Adeyemi?”

“Adeyemi is always Adeyemi. That’s the whole point of Adeyemi.”

“And the new guy?”

There it was. The turn. I had felt it coming the way you feel a weather change, a shift in pressure that your body registers before your mind names it. Breck’s approach to sensitive topics was always lateral. She came at them from the side, through adjacent questions, through casual observations that were not casual at all. She would talk about the rotation and then the attending and then the new resident as if all three topics lived on the same shelf, as if asking about Priest Castillo was the same as asking about Adeyemi’s teaching style, just another feature of the professional landscape, nothing to react to.

“He’s competent,” I said.

“Yeah, I figured. I actually know him.”

My hands did not tighten on the mug. I made sure of that. I kept my fingers exactly where they were, wrapped loosely around the ceramic, applying the same gentle and even pressure as before. Nothing changed on the outside. On the inside, a small and very controlled alarm began sounding in a room I had thought was sealed.

“From where?” I said.

“Anatomy lab. Undergrad. We were in the same regional program, different schools. My school sent students to their cadaver lab because ours flooded sophomore year. Long story. Involves a pipe and an underfunded maintenance department and a smell I will never fully recover from. Anyway. We were in the same group for about four months.”

The eggs arrived. Mine were scrambled and pale and sat on the plate with the resigned energy of food that knew it was going to be pushed around with a fork and not eaten. I picked up the fork. Moved a piece of egg from one side of the plate to the other. This is the mime of eating that I perform when I am in public and not hungry and someone is watching me for signs of distress.

“What was he like?” I asked, because not asking would have been more conspicuous than asking, and because I needed to know what she knew, and the only way to know what she knew was to let her talk and listen to the shape of what she said and what she didn’t say.

Breck chewed a piece of toast. Thought about it. Not performatively. Genuinely. Breck gave most questions more consideration than they deserved, which was either her best quality or her most exhausting one, depending on the day and the question.

“Quiet,” she said. “Like, cathedral quiet. You know what I mean? Not shy. Not antisocial. Just. Quiet in a way that had weight to it. Like he’d already thought about whatever you were about to say and decided his response wasn’t worth the air it would take to deliver it.”

I moved another piece of egg. Left to right this time.

“We had a cadaver together,” Breck continued. “Female, sixty-seven, cause of death was a PE. Priest was the one who found the clot during dissection. The rest of us had been looking in the wrong vessel for twenty minutes and he just reached in and. There it was. Didn’t say anything about it. Didn’t announce it. Just held up the forceps and waited for the instructor to come over. I remember thinking, this guy is either going to be an incredible surgeon or an incredible poker player, and both of those things require the exact same skill set, which is knowing something and choosing when to reveal it.”

She bit into her toast. Looked at me over the edge of the bread. Breck’s eyes were brown and direct and they missed approximately nothing, which was a quality I usually admired in her and currently wished she would redirect toward someone else.

“He was nice,” she added. “Not nice like friendly. Nice like decent. He cleaned the instruments at the end of lab without being asked. Every time. Most people left that for whoever was last out of the room. He just did it. And he talked to the cadaver.”

“What?”

“Not in a weird way. In a respectful way. Like he’d say ‘excuse me’ before making an incision. Or he’d say ‘thank you’ at the end of a session. Some people thought it was strange. I thought it was. I don’t know. I thought it said something about how he moved through the world. Like he understood that the body on the table used to be a person and he wasn’t going to pretend otherwise for the sake of professional distance.”

I drank the coffee. It was still terrible. I drank it anyway because it gave me something to do with my mouth that was not speaking.

“Did you keep in touch?” I asked.

“No. It was four months. We were friendly but not friends, you know? Lab partners. The kind of person you wave to if you see them at a conference but don’t text on their birthday. I actually forgot about him until I saw him in the lounge yesterday and went ‘oh, hey, cadaver lab guy.’ He remembered me, though. Remembered my name. Remembered that I used to bring granola bars to lab because I was the only person who could eat during dissection, which, in my defense, the hunger was biological and the compartmentalization was a survival skill.”

Breck paused. Ate another bite of egg. Looked at me again with that steady, brown, not-quite-casual attention.

“He asked about you, actually.”

I put the coffee down. Carefully. With both hands. The mug met the table with no sound because I controlled the descent the way I control everything, with a precision that looks natural but is not natural, that is in fact the opposite of natural, that is rehearsed and maintained and exhausting and the only thing standing between me and whatever would happen if I stopped controlling.

“He asked about me,” I repeated.

“Not by name. He just asked who else was on the rotation. Lena told him. He didn’t react when she said your name. But he didn’t react in that specific way where not reacting is the reaction. You know what I mean? Like when someone hears something and their face goes deliberately still. Not blank. Still. There’s a difference.”

I knew the difference. I lived in the difference. The difference between blank and still was the entire architecture of my daily existence.

“I don’t think he knew I noticed,” Breck said. “But I did. I notice things about faces. Occupational hazard of wanting to be the kind of doctor who sees patients instead of charts.” She shrugged. “Could be nothing. Could be he’s just adjusting. New program. New people. It’s weird for everyone.”

“It’s probably that,” I said.

“Probably.” Breck picked up her coffee. Blew on it even though it was no longer hot enough to require blowing. “But if it’s not that, and if there’s something I should know, you can tell me. Or not. Both are fine.”

This is what Breck does. She opens a door and then stands next to it without pushing you through. She makes the door visible, makes sure you know it’s there, and then she waits with a patience that would be saintly if it weren’t so clearly strategic. Breck Lourdes does not push because Breck Lourdes has learned that pushing closes people faster than not pushing. The open door is the pressure. The waiting is the weapon. She will stand beside that door for weeks if she has to, and every time she sees you, you will feel the door, and eventually, she believes, you will walk through it on your own.

She is probably right. That is why I cannot let her be right. Not about this. Not about him.

“There’s nothing to know,” I said. I smiled when I said it. A specific smile. The one that means the topic is closed and the closing is friendly and there is no further information available and can we please talk about something else now, because I am tired and the eggs are terrible and I need to go home and sleep for eight hours in a room where no one is looking at me with perceptive brown eyes and noticing the shape of my silence.

Breck read the smile. I watched her read it. I watched her catalogue it in whatever filing system she maintained for the people she’d decided to care about. She put the smile away somewhere and moved on, because Breck is smart enough to know when a door has been noted and persistent enough to know that noted is the first step toward opened.

“Okay,” she said. “More coffee?”

“God, no.”

“More toast?”

“The toast is the only edible thing on this table and you already ate both pieces.”

“That’s fair. I’ll order more toast.”

She ordered more toast. We talked about the rotation schedule, about Adeyemi’s habit of quizzing residents on anatomy during cases as if the human body were a pop quiz and we were all perpetually underprepared, about a patient Breck had seen in the ER last night who came in with a fishook through his earlobe and a story about how it happened that changed three times between triage and discharge. Normal conversation. The kind of conversation two residents have in a diner at seven thirty in the morning after an overnight, the kind that runs on caffeine and proximity and the shared understanding that this job is slowly dismantling you and the only way to survive the dismantling is to sit across from someone who is being dismantled at the same rate and talk about fishooks.

I laughed at the right moments. This is something I am skilled at. The calibrated laugh. The laugh that says “I am present, I am engaged, I am a person who finds things funny, I am not sitting in this booth running probability calculations about how many degrees of separation exist between you and the worst thing I have ever done.” The laugh is a performance, but it is not a lie, exactly. I did find the fishhook story funny. I can find things funny and be terrified at the same time. These are not mutually exclusive states. They coexist in me the way organs coexist in a body, each one doing its job, each one unaware of the others, the whole system running on a coordination that looks like health from the outside and feels like something more precarious from within.

Breck knew him. That was the fact. That was the new variable in an equation I had been managing for five years with the careful, obsessive attention of someone defusing a device she had built herself. Breck knew him from anatomy lab. Breck had spent four months in a room with him, cutting into a cadaver, watching him work, watching him clean instruments and say thank you to a dead woman. Breck had accumulated impressions and memories and observations about Priest Castillo, and those impressions were stored in a mind that was curious and retentive and fundamentally incapable of leaving a mystery alone.

How many degrees of separation. That was the calculation running beneath the fishhook story, beneath the laughter, beneath the careful and convincing performance of a woman eating breakfast with a friend. Breck knew Priest from undergrad. Undergrad was in the same geographic region as the lake house. The regional program connected students from multiple schools. People talked. People knew people who knew people who had been at the party, who had heard the story, who had formed opinions about a boy named Castillo who left the program under circumstances that were whispered about but never fully confirmed because I had been careful about that, I had been so careful, I had told the lie to specific people in specific ways and I had never let it become an official complaint because an official complaint would have generated an investigation and an investigation would have generated questions I could not answer without the whole thing collapsing.

But whispers travel. Whispers do not need official channels. Whispers move through social networks the way disease moves through a population, mutating slightly with each transmission, gaining and losing details, and the whisper about Priest Castillo might have reached Breck’s school or Breck’s friends or Breck’s anatomy lab, and Breck might know something, or Breck might know nothing, and the distance between those two possibilities was the distance I was trying to measure while eating scrambled eggs in a diner with a woman who noticed that Priest’s face went still when he heard my name.

I did not ask Breck what else she knew. Asking would open the door in the wrong direction. Asking would signal that there was something to know, that the territory between me and Priest contained information worth excavating. So I let the conversation move on. I let the toast arrive and I ate a piece because eating would look normal and normal was the thing I was purchasing with every gesture, every laugh, every bite of food that sat in my stomach like a stone.

We split the check. Breck insisted on paying for my eggs because “you didn’t eat them so it’s like paying for a sculpture, I’m supporting your art.” I let her pay. I left the tip because the waitress had refilled my coffee three times without being asked and had not once commented on the fact that my plate was still full, and that kind of silent, nonjudgmental service deserved compensation.

We walked back toward the parking garage. The sky had committed to gray, and a thin, purposeless rain was beginning, the kind that doesn’t warrant an umbrella but accumulates on your skin in a way that makes you feel slowly and gently defeated. Breck walked beside me with her hands in her jacket pockets and her braid slowly unraveling and her face turned slightly upward, into the rain, like she didn’t mind it.

“He’ll be a good addition,” Breck said. Not looking at me. Looking at the sky. “Castillo. The program needs people who actually give a shit. Most of us are just trying to survive the hours. He seems like he’s trying to be good at it. There’s a difference.”

“There is,” I said.

“Like you,” she added. “You’re like that too. The trying-to-be-good-at-it part. You and him are actually kind of similar, in a weird way. The quiet intensity thing. The ‘I have already thought about this more than you realize’ thing.”

She said it casually. Observationally. The way you’d say “you both have brown eyes” or “you both take your coffee black.” A surface comparison. A pattern she noticed because Breck notices patterns the way I notice vital signs. Automatically. Without agenda.

But the comparison landed in me like a pin in a nerve. She was right. She was more right than she could possibly know, and the rightness of it was the thing I could not let her see, because if she followed that thread, if she pulled on the similarity between me and Priest, she would eventually arrive at the place where the similarity originated, which was not anatomy lab and not Harrod-Keen but a dock in July where two people who were the same kind of quiet looked at each other and recognized something they both spent the next five years trying to unrecognize.

“I should sleep,” I said. We had reached the garage. My car was on the second level. Breck’s was on the third.

“Sleep,” she agreed. “Actually sleep. Not that thing you do where you lie in bed with your eyes open and organize your charting notes in your head.”

“I don’t do that.”

“You do that.”

“How would you know what I do in bed with my eyes open.”

“Because I know you, Ott, and you are the only person I have ever met who treats unconsciousness like an inefficiency.”

She grinned. Squeezed my arm once, quick, the way she always does, a contact so brief that by the time my body registers it and prepares to flinch, it’s already over. Breck touches people the way hummingbirds visit flowers. There and gone. I have never told her that this is one of the only kinds of touch I can tolerate without planning for it, because telling her would mean explaining why planning is required, and explaining that would open a door I am not opening. Not today. Not in a parking garage. Not in this lifetime.

“See you Thursday,” she said, and walked toward the stairs.

I got in my car. Closed the door. Sat there.

The rain made small sounds on the roof. Irregular, unpredictable, each drop landing at its own time and in its own place, and I listened to them the way you listen to static on a radio, waiting for a signal to emerge from the noise.

Cathedral quiet. That was what she’d said. Cathedral quiet. As if silence were a structure. A building with vaulted ceilings and stone walls and a kind of holiness that came not from what was said inside it but from what was withheld. She had described him in four syllables and the description was so precise that it hurt, because I remembered that quiet. I remembered being inside it. I
























