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For anyone who’s ever felt

like they had to hide

the hurting parts of themselves

to be easier to love.







AUTHOR’S NOTE

Pot Shot is a fun, heartwarming romantic comedy, but please be aware that the story also contains discussions and depictions of chronic illness, Crohn’s disease, Parkinson’s disease, seizure disorders, cancer, disability, anxiety, depression, consensual sex scenes, and of course, cannabis use. This book does not contain medical advice. If you are interested in any of the topics discussed, please talk with a qualified healthcare provider to learn more. 







CHAPTER ONE

NOMI

It’s eleven p.m. the night before our Memorial Day beach trip, so you know what that means.

Pube chores.

Grimacing, I wrestle the electric razor free from its packaging. As a natural brunette, I have no choice. When I purchased the red, bandana-printed bikini, I didn’t realize it’d look like a bearded bandit robbing the county bank down there. I’ve gotta take care of business.

Regrettably, business is booming.

I plug in the razor and hike a foot onto the bathroom counter. I saw this tip on a male makeover show, and if men can buzz their body hair away, why can’t I? It’s satisfying, removing whole stripes of hair at a time, and way less painful than waxing. Genius, I huff.

I traverse nooks and crannies with ease and pause for a quick tug of weed from my vape. It’s a new strain I’m trying for work, and my head feels thick and syrupy. The body high’s spreading, too, and a pleasant, giddy rush tingles in my lower belly.

Ahh. I make a mental note. This is horny pot.

I take another hit, admiring the line of my leg in the mirror’s reflection, then release the vapor seductively in an exaggerated pucker.

Behold your Valedictorian, Sparrow Nook, New Jersey, for she has come far.

The clipper guard yanks a thick patch and I hiss, nearly losing my balance. I toss the offending plastic away. I need a closer shave, anyway, which will be good enough as long as nobody gets too close down there.

Fortunately/unfortunately, nobody ever does. Contrary to what my best friends Eve and Graham think, I don’t try not to date. It comes very naturally. When I was younger, I was too sick to care. Now that my Crohn’s disease is technically in remission, which means I only get sick once or twice a month instead of constant misery, I still don’t care. Dating is hard, stressful, and involves too many restaurants and public bathrooms. It’s easier to just… not, and focus on my health, friendships, and opening my dream business—a cannabis dispensary with lounge à la Amsterdam “coffeehouse.” Great lighting, excellent vibes, and a place you can buy, partake, and socialize.

I sigh dreamily as I raze my bikini line down to the skin.

Once New Jersey legalized cannabis, it was like a spotlight clicked on and an aggressive stage manager whisper-yelled “Showtime!” before shoving me onstage. I’d been lost for so long, unsure of what to do with my life when illness consumed so much of it. But as soon as the legislation passed, I started researching how to open my own dispensary. I got a job at the first one in the area, worked up to manager, and I’ve been planning and saving ever since.

See? No time for love.

When the right hemisphere of my mons pubis is suitably bald, I eye the narrow strip of hair lining the inner sanctum.

You could leave it, Spinster Nomi whispers in my head. Nobody will ever see it. <cackles>

I take another tug of weed.

She’s right, of course. Nobody has ventured this far since… when was that party where I made out with Lil Dom, Sparrow Nook’s goofiest cop?

Ugh, she fake retches in my head. I still can’t believe you made out with Lil Dom!

“I was lonely,” I mutter aloud. “I liked his mustache.”

See? You can’t be trusted, she says. Leave the inner bush as deterrent.

I sigh. As much as I’d like to, it looks ridiculous. How can I respect myself with the Swedish Chef lurking in my panties? It’s like a soul patch with too much soul. A metaphorical no trespassers sign surrounded by weeds. I take another hit, lean into the one-legged lunge on my counter, and spread myself carefully—

My front door slams against the wall. I shriek as the bulky razor slips, colliding horrifically with flesh, then falls. My foot careens off the counter.

“Nomi!” Eve calls. “You’ve gotta try these! Nomi?”

I look down at the warm, slick coating of blood on my fingers and the shrieks graduate to screams. Eve throws the bathroom door open, and now she’s screaming, too. Evangeline Ionides may present as a black cat lesbian, but she’s the human equivalent of the pot-laced cinnamon rolls she makes every Christmas. Eve does not do strife; she cannot witness suffering. A softie of the highest order.

“Jesus, Nomi!” Eve gapes at my hunched body naked from the waist down. Blood drips between my fingers onto the tile, and she covers her eyes immediately. “Is that your period?! Why’s it so heavy, oh my GOD!”

“No, you dweeb! I cut myself shaving!” I moan at the sharp stinging pain coming from just left of center, in folds town. “Hand me a towel!”

Eve fumbles one-handed around my bathroom, still covering her eyes, chanting oh, God until she finds a towel and throws it at me. It lands over my head. Everything goes dark.

“Eve!” I stumble into the wall. “Fuck! I’m the one with the injury—calm down!”

“How can I calm down?!” Eve screeches. “You want to have children one day!”

Her words are muffled by the towel still over my head. I can’t let go of the—area—or else the world will end. My head feels strange and light.

“Call Dr. Appa—I think I need stitches.” I stagger into her. “Please, Eve. Need you to be calm.”

“Okay, okay, this is okay,” Eve says far too loudly as she holds me up. “I’m gonna wrap your—”

“—area.”

“—area,” Eve agrees, “with this towel.”

“Don’t make me move my hands,” I mewl. I’m the little Dutch boy with his finger in the dike, except this is taking all my fingers, and I’m theoretically straight.

Eve grabs the towel and wraps it around my lower half. It’s big enough for the edges to meet but not fold over, so she holds them shut as we shuffle pathetically to her car.

“How did this happen?!”

“You! You happened! Your car’s out front—I thought you were upstairs, asleep!” Eve and I share an old Craftsman bungalow split into two extremely non-regulation apartments that her Uncle Dimitri rents to us super cheap. The reason it’s so cheap is that the only way to reach the upstairs apartment is by walking through the downstairs apartment to the one stairwell. This isn’t the first time Eve’s terrified me by barging in, but it’s definitely the bloodiest.

“I was at Graham’s because it’s too hot to bake upstairs right now. We perfected the new recipe for the pot scones, by the way. The key was pomegranate—can you believe it? The tart sweet blends with the cannabis just right, and I was so excited, I couldn’t wait to show you!” Eve, our future dispensary’s ultra-talented baker, stops chattering to gag a little at my bloody leg, then guides me into the front seat and buckles me in. “Do you want one?”

“No!”

“You sure? You know how scones dry out. They won’t keep for tomorrow—”

“Eve, drive!” I blink against the bleary weight of the drugs already in my system. “Wait, can you drive? Are you high right now?”

“No.” She glances at my toweled lap and laughs nervously. “Not yet at least. Scones haven’t hit.”

“Scones? Plural?!”

“Experimentation requires sacrifice, Nomi!”

Eve speeds through the streets of Sparrow Nook, our quaint town located halfway between Philadelphia and the long, sandy strip of the Jersey Shore. So help me God, Eve better not get us pulled over for speeding. Lil Dom got dumped a month ago, and speeding tickets in Sparrow Nook have tripled since. There was an article about it in the paper and everything.

“Was it the big flap?” Eve’s eyes flick from the road to me.

“Huh?”

“You know, the big flap. Every woman has one big flap.”

“What? No, they don’t.”

“Hate to pull the lesbian card, but I’ve seen quite a few flaps, and—”

“Eve! Just park!”

Eve jerks into a spot in front of the old Strange Drugs Pharmacy. The coming soon: for lease sign in its window winks at me as Eve pulls me from the car. I moan, not wanting my dream location for our dispensary to see me like this. We waddle past it—me in front, Eve holding my towel from behind—one door down to the clinic run by Sparrow Nook’s beloved Dr. Srinivasan, better known as Dr. Appa. Sparrow Nook doesn’t have its own hospital or emergency room—you’d have to drive half an hour for that—but we do have Dr. Appa. During the day, he runs a family practice, and at night, he has on-call urgent-care hours.

And tonight, I need poor, elderly Dr. Appa to urgently care for my area.

“You called ahead, right?” I pant as Eve readjusts my towel.

“Yeah, Dr. Appa said the new guy’s working tonight.”

“New guy?” I wail, a wave of dizziness crashing over me. “I don’t want a new guy! I want Dr. Appa!”

“NEW GUY!” Eve yells as soon as we’re inside. “WE HAVE AN EMERGENCY!”

The reception area is empty and quiet except for the buzz of the fluorescent lights, the daytime staff long gone. It’s creepy. Standing here, inconveniently high and half-naked beneath a towel in front of the kids’ area with its disappointing wooden toys, feels especially wrong. Footsteps hurry from the back, and I blink as the new guy’s face comes into focus. Dark, wavy hair parted on the side, the tips ending in springy little curls. A pair of gold-rimmed glasses shoved high on a long, straight nose. Behind them, big, blue eyes stare at me in disbelief.

No.

The broad-shouldered man in the white doctor coat freezes. His face turns pale and ashen, as if it’s his vulva that’s hemorrhaging. “Nomi…Wyeth?”

“No!” I try to step backward, but Eve’s there, blocking my exit.

“Yes, that’s her name!” Eve speaks loudly from behind my back. “Her big flap’s bleeding out, doctor. I think she’s confused.” Eve, who clearly hasn’t even looked at New Guy, corrals me toward him. I’m still clutching my area, too afraid to let up the pressure, and her shove knocks me off balance. I tip over, my face smooshing against the name embroidered in blue cursive over his chest pocket, confirming that, yes, my worst nightmare is happening right now.

Dr. Julian D’Angelo.

First my high school rival, briefly my… I don’t know what, then my absolute nemesis and now, apparently, my doctor? What’s he doing here? He lives in Philly—works in an ER there, last I heard. He hates Sparrow Nook!

Julian catches me by the elbows with a sharp intake of air as he clocks the blood running down my legs. The horrified recognition of who I am is replaced with professional medical urgency.

“What happened?”

Before I can stutter out clearance rack electric razor, Eve gasps, mentally a moment behind us.

“Julian D’Angelo?!” Her hands go distressingly slack, and then, I feel it: the cool kiss of air on my ass as Eve drops the towel. In the immortal words of Kate McKinnon, I’m now Porky-Pigging it in my cropped T-shirt and nothing else in front of Julian fucking D’Angelo.

Maybe I should just bleed out.

Julian eyes us. “Are you on recreational drugs?”

Eve blurts out “No!”—a juvenile reflex to Julian’s big cop energy, though cannabis is fully legal. The obvious lie is undercut by my stupid T-shirt featuring a red-eyed Colonel Sanders holding a bucket of green buds labeled THC, which our eyes flick to simultaneously.

Julian’s jaw clamps shut, and then he picks me up princess-style like I weigh nothing. In high school, Julian was a string bean of a guy—all height, spite, and sharp elbows. But Dr. Julian D’Angelo is—wow. Something altogether different. I stare up at the freshly shaven line of his jaw and try to process this stunning turn of events as my life force drains from my vulva.

Julian was the first person I met at Sparrow Nook High. I’d just moved to the sleepy, almost-a-shore town from Atlanta two weeks before my senior year. As a quiet, southern goth girl with a perfect GPA, the move up north felt tantamount to social annihilation. A feeling confirmed when I walked into the debate team’s practice after school hoping to find my people and found Julian instead. He took one look at my dyed-black hair and skull-patterned fishnets, rolled his bespectacled blue eyes, and said: Detention’s down the hall.

I’ve been pissed at him ever since.

Julian was completely obsessed with prestige and being the best. The best GPA, the best SAT scores, first place at every debate tournament—he won every single accolade.

Until I snatched valedictorian out of his maniacal hands. Which are now, coincidentally, about to inspect folds town.

“Tell me what happened,” he orders.

“Pube chores!” Eve yells just as I say, “Shaving accident!”

I moan, more from mortification than pain at this point.

Julian enters Patient Room #2 and lowers me gently onto a white table-cot that I immediately ruin, then pulls out the stirrups for my feet. “LET GO OF YOUR VULVA,” he commands at an insane volume, but I shake my head furiously.

“I can’t, I can’t!”

“Yes, you can.” The latex glove slaps his skin as he pulls it on. He glares at me as he approaches with an epic amount of gauze. “I have to look at your—”

“—area,” I mewl.

Julian’s face is redder than I’ve ever seen it. “—vulva,” he corrects, which is so much worse. Oh, God. Julian D’Angelo’s going to see my vulva.

“Where’s the injury?” he barks.

“She said somewhere left of center,” Eve supplies from the doorway. “In folds town!”

Jesus, I said that aloud?

“Only family can be back here.” His eyes narrow. “Are you family?”

Eve considers this. “I mean, not technically, but from a spiritual perspective—”

“Then get out!”

My eyes widen. Julian has the bedside manner of a German shepherd on meth. Eve winces at me apologetically, then runs for the waiting room.

He spins back to me. “On the count of three, you’re going to let go, and I’m going to staunch the wound with this gauze. You will be fine. Ready?”

“No,” I cry. “Call Dr. Appa! Make him come in!”

“Dr. Srinivasan is at home asleep, so you’re stuck with me, Wyeth.” Julian’s blue eyes are as intense now as they were staring me down across our debate podiums. “One.”

“No-no-no!”

“Two.” He leans forward, like he’s about to pounce.

I squinch up my entire face.

“THREE!”

And God help me, I do it. I let go. I squeal as Julian’s broad palm comes down like a hammer against the entire area. There’s at least an inch of gauze between us, but the firm pressure feels like such relief, I collapse backward, limp. When I open my eyes, Julian’s poised between my parted legs. His face is nearly purple now.

He’s breathing in, silently counting to four and out for a count of six.

“Are you—alright?” What is it with other people experiencing palpable distress over my bloody vu—area?

His eyes snap up to mine. “I’m fine. Once again, are you under the influence of recreational drugs?”

“No.”

Yes. But I’m not telling him that.

I scowl at the wall. Guess legalization didn’t shake Julian’s historic scorn for cannabis.

His gaze flicks down to the gauze, then back to my face. He clears his throat. “The bleeding is under control now. I’m going to remove the gauze so I can inspect the wound.”

“No!” I slam my knees together on instinct, trapping his hand there. Julian’s expression is truly alarmed. “I-I’m scared,” I finally admit, my knees slacking open.

“I’ll be gentle,” he says, his voice low and strangely husky. It plucks something inside of me. Julian sucks a deep breath in and repositions his palm slightly, sending a wave of heat through my broken bits up to my belly.

Oh, NO! Spinster Nomi gasps. The horny pot!

Now I’m as red as Julian. I start to cover my face with my hands, but they’re coated with blood. There’s nowhere to hide in this hell I’ve entered. Please don’t get wet. Please don’t get—

“I’m peeling back the corner.” Julian removes the gauze. Another sharp breath in.

“Is it that bad?” I cry.

“No, but I need to—remove the blood—to examine the laceration.” His words come out thick, and he clears his throat as he dabs the area with saline-soaked gauze. His touch is surprisingly soothing, and I start the same breathing technique just to keep my head on straight about this.

Julian D’Angelo is cleaning my vulva.

Julian D’ANGELO is CLEANING my VULVA.

JULIAN D’ANG—

“Wyeth…” He bites both of his lips in, making direct, unblinking eye contact with, oh hell, folds town. “You need sutures.”

“No,” I whisper, even though part of me always knew this is how it would end. Not the stitches, exactly, but dying of embarrassment. You don’t get to thirty-three as a woman with Crohn’s disease, arguably the most embarrassing disease of all time, without coming close to expiring via mortification.

And now, my time has come.

“Slide forward.”

I scoot toward the cot’s edge, but my face twists in discomfort, and wordlessly, Julian places his large hands on either side of my hips and lifts. His skin is warm through the gloves, giving me goose bumps down the length of my legs as he tugs me forward, bringing me to the cot’s edge.

I want to die. And also, have sex.

Julian lifts my left calf, also unshaven, until it’s bent at the knee, placing my foot gingerly into one of the stirrups, then the other. My knees instinctively fall together, but he pulls them apart to step fully between my legs. The sight of stern, adult Julian hovering over me, his face taut with vicious concentration, sends a lightning bolt through my entire being.

Oh, Jesus. I’m definitely getting wet.

Julian lowers himself onto a stool between my stirrups until all I can see is his disembodied head floating between my legs. With one hand, he parts my flesh, giving him full access to my—

“Left labium,” he says to no one, his voice strangely choked, “laceration approximately—three centimeters, presenting with mild damage to the—soft tissue.”

He sounds like a doctor on an ER show, but there’s no nurse standing by to hand him instruments. Meanwhile I’ve entered some Zen, dissociative state as the guy who once petitioned the Sparrow Nook Board of Education to revoke my valedictorian eligibility on the sole basis that my prior credits were earned in Georgia, and thus, inherently suspect, slathers a numbing cream across folds town. I turn and face the wall, squeezing my lips shut as Julian D’Angelo proceeds to stitch up my labium.

“All done.” He peels off his gloves and tosses them in the trash, then bolts for the door. I stare at his fleeing back in disbelief.

“Wait!”

Julian freezes and, reluctantly, peers at me over his shoulder. “What?”

I blink, then gesture below. “What do I do about this?”

He frowns at my half-shaved bush, a study in contrasts. Finally, he coughs.

“It’s a… vibe. I guess.”

I blink. “I was referring to the fact I have no pants?”

Julian’s eyes widen behind his gold frames, and the blush returns full force. “Ah.” He disappears and returns a moment later with scrubs, facing the door while I hobble into the soft pants one leg at a time. I feel the need to say something, to smooth over this moment with a laugh, with anything that would make it feel like what just happened won’t embarrass me until the end of time.

“I can’t believe Julian D’Asshole just sewed up my labium.” I don’t know why the old nickname half the school called him comes back to me now, or why I thought using it would be a good idea. He always hated it, and by the look of his tightening shoulders, he still does. He swirls around to face me, all pretenses of professional courtesy gone.

“Well, I can’t believe I had to deal with Nomi Wyeth’s mangled genitalia because of”—his eyes flash as he air quotes—“pube chores.” He shakes his head, disgusted. “Congratulations, Wyeth. You’ve ruined lasagna forever.”

My mouth drops open. Did he just compare my vulva to, to, lasagna?! Fury floods my entire body.

“Whatever, Julian, you’ve always wanted to see my vulva, and you know it!” I storm into the hallway, holding up the too-big scrubs by the waistband.

“Keep the laceration clean and dry!” He sticks his head into the hallway to yell after me. “And I did not want to see your vulva!”







CHAPTER TWO

JULIAN

I did want to see her vulva.

I lope back and forth in my office like a wild animal penned in a cage, which is what this combination-Pizza-Hut-Taco-Bell-Family-Practice-Urgent-Care-Clinic feels like right now. I take off my glasses and fling them on the desk, then release a guttural groan at the ceiling. Nomi Wyeth was stretched out half naked before me, fulfilling every one of my formative sexual fantasies—save for the stage two laceration on her outer labia, I’m not a total freak—and what did I do?

I said the shape of her remaining pubic hair was a vibe.

I run my palms down my face and groan again.

I should resign. Ridiculous commentary aside, I… felt things when treating her, and that’s unacceptable. The doctor-patient relationship is built on trust that depends on my professional detachment from normally exciting body parts, and yet, there was nothing detached about pressing my palm against Nomi’s soft, warm cunt. My eyes flutter back in my head, dick stiffening for the second time tonight.

I bark out a sharp laugh of despair. The only way I could be more of a disgrace would be rubbing one out in my office while the memory of my last patient and, coincidentally, the only woman who’s ever driven me insane, is still fresh.

I slam down in my chair. After a minute of cradling my throbbing skull, I call Eric’s emergency line. The phone rings five times before a groggy voice answers:

“Dr. Sampson speaking, what is your emergency?”

“Eric,” I croak. “I have to resign from the medical profession.”

There’s some muffled cursing while Eric adjusts the phone. “Julian, it’s after midnight. What, and I say this with love, the fuck is wrong with you?”

“I got a semi-erection while suturing a stage two laceration on my high school crush’s vulva.”

Eric curses again, this time directly into the receiver. “Okay. That’s bad. What happened?”

I regale the entire saga, from the moment Nomi showed up to the unfortunate lasagna comment. “I even considered masturbating in my office,” I confess wearily. “But I called you instead.”

Eric exhales. “There are things you don’t have to tell me. Many things, in fact.”

“You’re my advisor,” I counter.

“I was,” Eric agrees. “Years ago. When you were in medical school. Now I’m just some guy you call in the middle of the night instead of whacking off.”

“Eric, could you not make this about you? I’m in crisis.” I lay my forehead flat against the desk and prop the cell phone against my ear. “How does one resign from the medical profession?”

“You’re not resigning. You didn’t do anything inappropriate. Well, except for the lasagna comment.”

I whimper.

“—and ultimately, nothing inappropriate occurred,” Eric concludes. “You are a human. These things happen.”

“Has it ever happened to you?” I sit up straighter.

Eric snorts. “I’m an orthopedic surgeon that specializes in feet. I’ve never gotten an erection while performing a bunionectomy.”

“What about a semi?”

“What do you think?”

“That I’m a reprobate.” I slump back down. “I’m so disappointed in myself. First Philly Gen, and now this. I can’t even make it in a goddamn family practice.”

“This is a new position for you. You just left one of the biggest hospitals in the country, where you had specialized colleagues that handled all the gynecological emergencies that came in, right?”

I pause, not wanting to be made to feel better but also unable to argue with my advisor. “Well, yes.”

“Ergo, you don’t have experience with vulvas.”

“Yes, I do,” I spout indignantly. Maybe not a lot of repeat experience because, according to the last woman I slept with, my looks only go so far in overcoming my personality.

“With treating vulvas,” Eric amends, the smile in his voice audible. “And this wasn’t some random stranger, which would be very concerning. This was a special person from your past.”

“She’s not special,” I spit out. “She’s a stoner who carved my heart out with a blunt.”

“That’s… not how those work. Alright, Julian. I’ve got to keep this line clear for actual patients with actual emergencies. You gonna be okay?”

“No! You haven’t given me advice yet!”

“Sure I have. Let’s do a recap: First, don’t quit the medical profession. You’re an incredible doctor with subpar social skills. You got away with that in the ER until you didn’t, which is how you’ve landed here. You’ve got six months to improve your atrocious bedside manner before Philly Gen will consider taking you back. This family practice position will force you to level up, and you need to take it seriously.”

I groan.

“Second, don’t masturbate in your office, and don’t call me instead, either.”

“But you’re my advisor!”

“Not in the job description. Third, you need to apologize to Ms. Stoner.”

“Are you sure avoiding her for the rest of my life isn’t a viable alternative to,” I take a deep breath, “apologizing”?

“It isn’t, because after you apologize, you’re going to ask her out. And if she offers you a puff, by God, take it. I’ve never met a man who could benefit more from smoking weed than you.”

“I can’t believe you just said that.”

“Believe it, Dr. D’Angelo. That is your chief advisor’s medical opinion.”

“Yes, sir.” Funny how fast that flies out of my mouth, all these years later. “But I resent it, sir.”

I don’t remember exactly when Dr. Sampson became Eric, perhaps during residency? But he said at our first advisory meeting during orientation week in medical school that if I had a question, I could always come to him.

He’s openly regretted that a few dozen times since.

After we disconnect, I spend the rest of the shift in a mortified haze with occasional breaks of activity. Ms. Petrillo’s grandson with a high temperature and a bad case of the flu. Billy Clark’s broken thumb. Nothing to top Nomi’s mangled labia, though. God, I feel terrible, betrayed by my body in a moment when a patient needed me to be professional. Worse, there’s nothing to break me out of the loop of shame and frustration I keep cycling through. Nobody could ruin lasagna, it’s impossible! Seeing Nomi after so many years—still beautiful, still feisty in that hot-blooded way of hers, still in Sparrow Nook doing nothing with her life? It’s maddening, and this idle night shift is making it worse. Time passed relentlessly in the Philly Gen ER, every heartbeat bringing a new disaster to triage. I didn’t have time for this ridiculous introspection. But by morning, I’ve reconciled with what must be done:

I’ll apologize to Nomi Wyeth.

Even though she stole my valedictorian title and my heart only to throw it all away smoking weed with that terror Eve Ionides, I’ll do it. I’ll apologize to the first girl I ever kissed. The first person to break my heart. And because the universe hates me, the first vulva I’ve ever stitched up.

What a night.

“Good morning, Julian.” Dr. Srinivasan putters into our shared office at seven thirty, newspaper under one arm, a large coffee in the other. “How did your shift go?”

I stand up and smooth the front of my coat, the memory of Nomi’s pert ass momentarily parching my mouth. “Uneventful.”

“Oh?” Dr. Srinivasan plops down in the rolling chair I just vacated and promptly adjusts the height, springing him up half a foot taller. “That is interesting, as I received a complaint about you to my cell phone.”

The blood drains from my upper extremities and pools in my belly. Did Nomi spy the outline of my semi-erect penis? It’s aggressively present when I’m at zero stimulation and outrageous when fully erect. A former girlfriend dubbed it a protruder, and I’ve been self-conscious of it ever since.

Or was it Eve Ionides? Did that mean little lesbian see my penis?!

“Calm down, Julian, you look like you’re about to stroke out.” Dr. Srinivasan gestures for me to sit, and I do, reluctantly. I’ve known him since I was little and coming in for my own yearly checkups. It’s still an adjustment to think of him as my boss.

Dr. Srinivasan looks at me appraisingly, but he doesn’t check the front of my pants, which is a good sign, I think. “Ms. Petrillo texted that you were very rude and implied her grandson contracted the flu from, and I quote, ‘licking doorknobs.’”

I exhale, letting my back rest against the seat. “He’s three years old. Aren’t they all licking doorknobs at that age?”

“No, they’re not tall enough. You also received a complaint from Mr. Donahue about his diabetic medication two days ago.”

“What did I say to him?”

His eyebrow arches, disrupting the rows of forehead wrinkles like a stone thrown into a lake. “You called his insulin his cheesecake shots.”

I arch my brow right back. “He eats a slice every morning, Dr. Srinivasan. For breakfast!”

Dr. Srinivasan sighs. “The last thing a patient wants is their doctor’s scorn. It’s your job to help, not to shame.”

“Even when they’re being stupid?”

“Especially when they’re being stupid.” Dr. Srinivasan chuckles. “Being a primary care physician in a town this size requires you to be more than right—it requires you to listen and be likable. Skills you must learn if you want Philly Gen to reinstate you.”

I cross my arms. “My ER patients never complained I wasn’t likable.”

“Well, my patients aren’t unconscious or bleeding out, Julian. You have to be nicer to these ones.”

I scowl, aware that I’m sulking and unable to stop it. I should be kissing Dr. Srinivasan’s feet for the opportunity to serve my probation here. After what happened at Philly Gen, I had to beg Dr. Riveras not to fire me on the spot. If it were up to the Corringtons, Philly’s richest family, the hospital’s biggest donor, and coincidentally, the sponsor for my fellowship, I’d never practice medicine again. But Dr. Riveras relented after I agreed to take a six-month leave of absence to work on my nonexistent people skills and learn how to listen for fucking once and get my head out of my own ass. The best way to do that, she decided, was by serving in the ultimate patient service capacity—as a primary care physician in a family practice out of the public eye long enough that the Corringtons forget what I did.

Which turned out to be nearly impossible. Dr. Riveras didn’t report me to the state medical board for what happened, but word still traveled fast. I contacted every family practice within thirty miles of Philadelphia, but I was as employable as RFK, Jr. in a vaccine clinic. Nobody would have me because nobody wanted to cross the Corringtons.

Nobody except Dr. Srinivasan. And only because my mother called and asked him on my behalf. I cringe reflexively, gutted that my poor mom, who spent the last five years of my father’s life rescuing him, had to rescue me, too—something I vowed she’d never need to do. When my father passed away and abandoned us for good, twelve-year-old Julian sat silently at his service, listening to all his friends and family laugh and cry over what a good time Anthony D’Angelo was. The life of the party. He could take more shots than a boxer and keep standing, as if that was something to be proud of. Nobody talked about after the big accident—how it left him hobbled and unsure, how he retreated from the real world into our garage and let Mom bear all the burdens of our family. But that’s the Anthony D’Angelo that I knew, and I swore the day we buried him I’d be nothing like him. That I’d be the best. The best son, the best student, the best doctor, and one day, the best husband. The best father. The people I love would always know how much, because I’d take the best care of them.

But I never realized how alienating becoming the best would be. How the long hours studying pushed away friends, the longer hours working made dating impossible, and how my determination to succeed seemed to be a never-ending source of complaints from my family. It doesn’t matter that I landed a competitive fellowship at one of the most prestigious hospitals in the country—here, I’m Little Julie Try-Hard and Julian D’Asshole, somehow the biggest joke in an entire family of jokes. The D’Angelos are to Sparrow Nook like pigeons are to New York City: everywhere, and typically fighting over pizza. It’s impossible to go anywhere in town without running into one of my loser relatives, which is why yesterday I drove twenty minutes to the good grocery store. The last time I went to the local Acme, my Aunt Patty was the only cashier working. After tutting over each of my items, she informed the entire eighty-seven D’Angelos on the family text chain that I was buying orgasmic bananas. It was a typo, I think, but I’ve received unsolicited banana pics for a solid week. Is it any wonder that in Sparrow Nook, the D’Angelo name solicits an eyeroll and a pitying laugh? I’ve spent my whole life trying to set myself above and apart from the D’Angelos, to prove that I’m not like any of them. That, unlike them and my irresponsible, undependable heartbreak of a father, I am a force to be reckoned with and respected.

And yet, here I am, enduring the spectacle of my ridiculous family while I languish in this purgatory, forced to treat people who think diner cheesecake is a valid source of protein until December. There’s nothing for it—I have to convince Dr. Riveras to reinstate me and get my career back on track to becoming the best, where I belong.

But to do that, I have to learn to be…likable?

How the hell am I going to do that?







CHAPTER THREE

NOMI

Welcome to Xscape Your Brain: An Herbaceous Experience, this is your cannabis counselor, Nomi. How can I help you?” I press the headset to my ear to hear the crackly drive-through order, making me feel like a Secret Service agent receiving covert tactical information, or Britney Spears. Except in my case, the voice that burbles through the headphones is a fourteen-year-old trying to get around the legal buying age.

“Ah, yes,” the child clears his throat, “I would like two pounds of Mom-Mom’s Hasherole, please.”

I glance at the drive-through camera screen and the pack of giggling ninth graders on Huffy bikes. “We don’t sell by the pound, Tom D’Angelo. Or to kids, for that matter.”

“I’m not—Tom,” Tom squeals, then remembers to pitch his voice lower. “I’m Tom’s older brother—Desmond. Are you… busy later?”

I sigh into the mouthpiece. “Vacate the drive-through now, or I’ll contact your Aunt Veronica.”

“RUN!” Tom screeches. Rubber tires squeal as the little doofuses scramble away. I shift on the drive-through window seat, uncomfortably aware of the pad I’m wearing in lieu of a bandage. Eve bought me the thickest maxi pads known to woman as penance for ruining my shore weekend. You can’t dip a healing wound in the Atlantic Ocean.

Not off the Jersey Shore, at least.

I hate drive-through duty. Damon knows it, too. Whenever I irritate him, boom—the next shift I’m on the headset passing out cannabis packed in little boxes with arched handles and psychedelic letters proclaiming: Happy Feels.

Normally I’d never side with a giant corporation over a small business owner, but I sincerely hope McDonald’s sues Damon’s ass. Besides, he’s not that small of a business owner. He’s got three Xscape Your Brain: An Herbaceous Experience locations in the greater Jersey Shore area already, which equates to three crimes against humanity. With white lacquered surfaces and illuminated glass cases, XYB is sterile and echoey, made worse by the deafening electronic music Damon blares twenty-four seven. If you held a rave at a mall Clinique counter, this is what it would feel like. I hate it with every cell in my body.

But it’s the only dispensary within driving distance, and the employee discounts are decent, so.

“That’ll be two hundred and fifty dollars, please drive around.” I lean through the opening, pass off the Happy Feels, and sigh.

“Customer service, Nomi.” Damon dances toward me with a deeply serious expression he probably thinks is brooding and sexy.

It’s not.

“Could you be less…” He flings a hand at me, hips still moving. “—depressed?”

“Sure, Damon.” I plaster on a smile that makes him flinch out of beat. “Is this better?”

He rolls his eyes and tucks a lock of his limp, brown hair behind an ear. “You’re never going to be promoted to manager with that attitude.”

I’m already manager. Damon’s just the power-hungry forty-something owner who comes by to dance and screw up my meticulous schedules so he can put me on drive-through duty. I blow out a breath. “Right. Thanks for the feedback, boss.” That honorific usually mollifies him enough to return to the synth hell from whence he came, but for some reason, Damon’s still pulsing in front of me.

“Why did you order a shipment of Orangutan Titties this month?”

Ah. That’s why.

I straighten in my seat. “It’s a great strain. The balance of terpenes and high THC content makes it particularly effective for chronic pain and severe anxiety. With Ms. Fleming’s condition, I thought—”

“Ms. Fleming is one customer, Nomi. People want party pot! Buds N Roses. Donkey Bush. Cuntsicle.” Damon narrows his eyes. “It’s unacceptable to change our standing order to push your medicinal bummer weed.”

“Orangutan Titties is a great time! It’s euphoric and relaxing—not everyone wants to laugh for four hours straight and do donuts in the parking lot.”

Damon arches an eyebrow, making his long face longer. “Everyone wants to laugh for four hours straight and do donuts in the parking lot, Nomi. That is the herbaceous experience we are selling. Not old people getting stoned and watching Jeopardy!”

My jaw clenches. That’s mine and Graham’s favorite pastime.

“But people need medicinal strains, too,” I press, knowing I should shut up. Eve and I are one month out from opening our dispensary, and the money’s gonna be so tight, I need this job to last until we do. But this is my biggest frustration with Damon. “A large portion of your customer base comes here because they want an alternative to harsh pharmaceutical remedies. They need our help.”

Damon leans into my space close enough I can smell his condescension.

Or maybe that’s just the Taco Bell he had for lunch.

“Then help your old, sad bastards with Cuntsicle.”

The doorbell chimes, and in walks Mr. Gutierrez. He’s slower these days and needs a cane, but his grin is as big as ever. “Nomi! How lucky you’re here today!”

I smile back, shifting past Damon to meet Mr. Gutierrez at the counter. “As if you don’t know my schedule by heart.”

Mr. Gutierrez leans over the counter to yell above the music. “You’re the only one here who knows what works!”

Damon scowls and dances toward the sound system. A second later, the volume increases.

After listening, or trying to, anyway, to Mr. Gutierrez’s latest rash of symptoms—rigid shoulders and tremors down his right arm—I find the newest strain I ordered for him. High CBD, low THC, with promising research on its symptom management for Parkinson’s disease. Helping people navigate the endless variety of strains to achieve what they’re looking for—whether it’s pain relief, something to quell nausea, or just a good time—is my favorite part of this job. It took me years to learn how to manage my Crohn’s disease with medicinal cannabis when traditional western medicine failed me. After the second time I spontaneously developed an allergic reaction to the intense Crohn’s medications my doctors kept prescribing, I decided no more. No more ridiculously expensive prescriptions, no more collateral damage to my kidneys, no more sitting for hours hooked to an IV pumping me full of chemicals my body keeps rejecting. My fancy GI specialists wouldn’t listen to me, but Dr. Appa does, and together we’ve searched for a gentler way to live through my disease ever since.

I’m about to ring up Mr. Gutierrez when Damon clears his throat loudly from behind me. I breathe deeply before giving Mr. Gutierrez a tight customer service smile. “Mr. Gutierrez: Would you be interested in learning more about our bestselling strain, Cuntsicle?”

Mr. Gutierrez’s brows pinch together, confused. “Whatsicle, dear?”

I cannot wait to get out of here.

My phone dings an hour later, the message bringing a surge of joy.


VERONICA D’ANGELO-BORK, REAL ESTATE AGENT

Miracle of miracles, I got the first showing for us! I had to pull MAJOR strings. Are you free in twenty minutes, babe?


I glance at the office and curse. Damon’s still inside, his uncooked shrimp of a body hunched in my chair. Fuck. He’s hooked up his Xbox.


VERONICA D’ANGELO-BORK, REAL ESTATE AGENT

Well???


I bite my lips in, then bang out an all-caps !!YES!! reply.

“Hey.” I tap one of my junior cannabis counselors on the shoulder, a guy with shoulder-length dark hair, and motion for him to take over at the drive-through window. “Try to keep your back turned to the store, okay?”

The junior counselor salutes me, knowing the drill well. Despite Henry being six inches taller, thickly shouldered, and a twenty-five-year-old man, once the headsets come on, Damon can’t tell us apart.

I inform the rest of the staff to tell Damon I’m in the bathroom if he asks, with lady problems if he presses, and then sneak out into the beautiful summer day.

After my escape from Xscape, I drive ten over the speed limit all the way downtown, Lil Dom be damned, and pull into the same spot Eve and I parked in during the vulval emergency. From instinct or trauma or whatever’s possessed me into thinking about Julian and his palm all weekend, I glance at Dr. Appa’s clinic next door. What is Julian doing here? Surely he can’t be moving back home—he detests Sparrow Nook and always has. But why is he the “new guy” working for Dr. Appa, then?

I forcibly dispel these questions and gaze upon the red brick building and its original name painted in beautiful, chipping cursive above the storefront. With large picture windows covered in yellowed newspaper, Strange Drugs Pharmacy is basically a mystery, and I am dying to see what’s inside. It’s been closed to the public for ages, but the newspaper did a retrospective on it a few years ago with pictures of its old-timey soda fountain, complete with shiny metal counters, red vinyl bar stools, and cozy booths for girls in tight sweaters and big skirts. When the city council announced its plans to lease the historic building, I knew. Strange Drugs would be the perfect location for my dispensary, and I’d do anything to get it.

Veronica’s out front, tapping on her phone with a ferocious set of purple nails that could pick locks.

“Babe!” Veronica calls by way of greeting. She calls all her clients babe, probably to avoid forgetting names.

Veronica fixes her shark-black eyes on me and grips me by both shoulders. “Listen up. I had to buy Ms. Gruber three boxes of chocolates to get the first showing appointment to give us a chance in hell of leasing this spot. There is a lot of interest, babe. A lot. One potential tenant has been courting the city manager for months now.”

“Do we have a chance?” I swallow, already feeling the disappointment of losing our dream spot clump in my throat.

“Of course we do. I didn’t buy fifty dollars’ worth of nougat for nothing! But you have to be prepared to move. None of your overanalytical anxious girl bullshit today, okay?” Her dagger-tipped nails press into my skin. “You want this place? You take it.”

The pressure on my arms intensifies until I realize I’m supposed to nod, which I do vigorously.

God. Real estate agents are terrifying.

The listing agent arrives, which turns out to be Lexi Holmes, the hot, popular girl from my senior year at Sparrow Nook High. She’s got shiny blonde hair, a raging personality disorder if you ask Eve, and even longer nails than Veronica, hers bejeweled. Veronica’s eyes narrow as she takes them in.

“Right this way, ma’am,” Lexi simpers as she unlocks the front door and holds it open for Veronica. It’s been two minutes, and Veronica’s ready to cut a bitch.

I gasp as we enter, making Lexi titter. “It’s something special, right? After the city council took ownership, they began years of restoration efforts. They put a lot of money into this place.”

It shows. The original green-and-cream checkerboard floor tiles look new, the long counter painted the same meadow green, topped with a shiny metal cap. The chrome barstools with their wine-red vinyl seats pop, drawing the eye. The pièce de résistance, though, is the red neon sign hanging behind the counter against the white tiled walls. In large block letters, it states strange drugs.

“Oh my God, does that still work?” I feel like I might stop breathing and keel over from pure joy.

“It’s actually a re-creation, so it works perfectly.” Lexi beams at us. “The idea was to fully restore the historic pharmacy and set up the town museum here, but then the old courthouse came open, and it was a better space for the city council’s vision. That’s why this beauty’s on the market now!”

It’s meant to be. For me to open my modern-day pharmacy in this historic one that prioritized both health and providing a space for customers to socialize, it’s one hundred percent my destiny.

And thank God, my destiny’s finally here. When I first got sick, it felt like some disinterested overlord pressed pause on my entire forward trajectory. Me and food always had a rocky relationship, but halfway through senior year, it went from it’s complicated to it’s Crohn’s disease. After meals, it felt like I was walking around with a stomach full of loose knives, stabbing me over and over until the cramping would begin and I’d race for a bathroom where I’d moan and rock and wonder if, this time, I was actually dying. It got so bad, I’d refuse to eat for entire debate tournaments, subsisting off nibbles of protein bars and adrenaline for days at a time to avoid the next brutalizing attack. The doctors back in Georgia claimed it was the physical manifestation of my anxiety, but after we moved to Sparrow Nook, Mom took me to Dr. Appa, and he listened. After an hour of talking through every symptom, Dr. Appa suspected the true identity of my personal boogeyman. He referred me to a gastrointestinal specialist at Philadelphia General Hospital to confirm the diagnosis with testing, and my battle against Crohn’s officially began.

It was a long time before my condition stabilized. After winter break my senior year, I didn’t come back to school. Not right away, at least. They put me on Hospital-Homebound, which meant that a grizzled teacher came to my house once a week to drop off assignments and proctor my tests. I’d already snagged valedictorian, but it killed me giving up debate. Julian and I had just swept the state tourney and qualified for nationals, but after my doctors found out how I’d been coping with the intrinsic stress of tournaments, i.e., by developing disordered eating, debate was forbidden. I was so ashamed of what was wrong with me, I never told him why I quit. What would I have said? Hi Julian, thanks for all the amazing kisses after we won first at state, btw I’ll be spending the rest of my life in the bathroom because I have a diarrhea disease!

No way. So, I hid from Julian and debate and the stressful life I left behind. It was easier that way, and when I finally did go back to school a few months later, Eve Ionides, the sardonic queer girl who perpetually wore beanies, punched me in the shoulder and asked if I wanted to sign up for Crew. The drama club was short a lighting operator for the spring production, and I said yes. Crew was easy, and drama kids were hilarious sluts, Eve the best of them all. Smoking up with her and laughing our asses off in the theater’s balcony was a welcome relief after the intensity of debate and Julian and, surprisingly, a relief physically, too. Weed brought back my appetite. When a flare-up knocked me out, it was the only thing that eased the horrible pain.

The prescriptions emptying Mom’s bank account couldn’t do that.

Pot was how I got through life from that point on, which was terrifying since it was illegal then, but I couldn’t give up the one solution I’d found. When Eve and I scraped up enough money to go to Amsterdam for spring break our senior year of college, the coffeehouse culture there showed us what life could be like in a legalized future, where cannabis was appreciated for all the good it can do. We wanted to bring that peaceful, harmonious vibe back home.

And now, we finally can.

I yank Veronica to the side.

“I want it,” I growl. “Make it happen!”

“Are you sure?” Veronica stares me down. “The city council hasn’t approved your license to operate the dispensary yet.”

“It’s in the bag,” I reply with more confidence than is strictly warranted. “The final vote is next week.”

“What if they don’t give you the cigar bar exception to the no-smoking indoors ordinance?”

“The back lot then.” I lick my dry lips. “It’ll be the perfect smoking patio.”

“They’re asking five hundred over your upper limit.”

I wince, but nod again.

Veronica’s predator eyes flash with approval. “They’ll want the down payment today—three months’ rent. Can you handle that?”

I swallow, stomach bottoming out. While Eve’s my partner, she’s even broker than I am since part-time baking and self-publishing lesbian erotica isn’t a fast ticket to the easy life. This part of our endeavor all comes down to me. I’ve been saving up for years, opting to drive my rattling Subaru into its grave, and living for cheap. The fact that a huge chunk of all those years of sacrifice is about to pour out of my bank account is both terrifying and exhilarating, because I’ve never bet on myself before. But Strange Drugs is undeniably perfect, and it’s either move now or lose it.

“Let’s make an offer.”

“I’ll make the offer. You stay quiet.”

“Hi-ii! It’s us again!” Veronica sweeps us both back to the soda fountain area, where Lexi sits at the counter waiting. “Okay, here’s the deal: we want it, and you’re going to lease it to my client at this rate per month with the price locked in for the entire five-year term.” Veronica slips a piece of paper across the counter to the listing agent, whose eyes widen just so.

“And why would my client agree to that?” Lexi’s tone has gone cool and professional.

“Because Sparrow Nook loves this place, and the city council has spent ridiculous amounts of taxpayer dollars to restore it. My client will keep the historic renovations in tip-top shape, so the town still has its historic pharmacy and a thriving new business.” Veronica places a hand on one hip as she eyes the soda fountain skeptically. “How many other interested parties would be willing to leave up a neon sign screaming strange drugs? From what I heard, your lead contender wants to open a chain restaurant in here.” Veronica leans in for the kill. “This is a way for the city council to save face for spending all that taxpayer money and never delivering, and might I remind you, it’s an election year. Heads will roll if you let an Applebee’s come in and bulldoze this space.”

“I’ll—just call the city manager.” Lexi scurries into the kitchen, and Veronica grins at me.

My eyebrows rise. “You are the scariest D’Angelo.”

“You flatter me, babe.” Veronica throws an arm around my shoulders. “But that’s my mother.”

“Speaking of scary D’Angelos, um, what’s with your cousin coming back home?”

“Frankie?”

“No, Julian.” I’m aware my cheeks are tinged pink, but I push forward anyways. “I… saw him the other day.”

Veronica snorts. “That condescending d-bag moved back a few weeks ago after he fucked up his gig at Philly Gen. He’s working at Dr. Appa’s now.”

I swallow, stress-sweat prickling beneath my shaggy bangs. Veronica’s just confirming what I already saw with my own eyes, but it still raises my blood pressure.

Concerning since I can no longer go to my doctor about it.

Veronica, apex predator that she is, picks up on my discomfort immediately. “He’s not back forever or anything. He’s on probation, and Dr. Appa’s letting him work off his time here. He’ll move back to Philly as soon as his time is up.” Veronica looks down her nose. “That doesn’t change your mind, does it?”

“No.” I cross my arms tightly. I’ve had my eye on this building for years—no surly phantom from my past can scare me off now just because he works next door. Even if he did just handle my labia professionally and I’ll never look at lasagna again without feeling mortified. I’ll figure out his exact schedule so I never see him. Easy.

Veronica makes a small, satisfied huff, and I side-eye her.

“What?”

“The pot-smoking valedictorian who stole Julian’s thunder is opening up Sparrow Nook’s first dispensary, and straight-laced, better-than-everybody Julian’s gonna have to walk by it every day to serve his glorified community service hours.” She smirks. “He’s gonna lose his goddamn mind.”

A small, nervous laugh escapes my mouth. I’ll never forget the day he found me smoking up with Eve behind the theater after I came back to school. Julian went on this tirade about how I was ruining my life, how I’d never be anything and nobody’d ever want to be with a loser like me. Those words haunted me for years. He didn’t know that pot was my lifeline back then, that it was saving me from the agony I experienced every time I tried to eat. And he couldn’t know what I really heard in his horrible words was that Crohn’s was ruining my life, that it would stand in my way of becoming anything, and that nobody would ever want to be with someone as sick and hopeless as me.

Even all these years later, those words still feel true.

Veronica’s studying me closely, and I force a big, bright smile on my face. Julian may have written me off as a loser, but for the first time in ages, I’m finally winning. Judgmental, unfortunately gorgeous Julian can’t take that away from me, especially not now that he’s spinning out in his own shame spiral.

I clear my throat. “Do you know what he did? At Philly Gen?”

Veronica gives me a conspiratorial smile. “No. But for my favorite babe, I’ll find out.”

Lexi reappears with a big smile, and then I’m shaking hands, trembling with joy while Veronica patiently pats my shoulder as I review the paperwork that’ll change my whole life. Soon there’ll be no more Damon or Cuntsicle or waiting for my life to begin. Next week, I’ll have my license to operate, and next month, we’ll open our doors to Stranger Drugs officially. With Eve’s edible bakery counter, my extensive knowledge of product and dispensary operations, and one thousand percent better vibes than XYB, Stranger Drugs will be a huge success. It even has office space for the nonprofit I’m cofounding to expunge the records of individuals convicted of marijuana-related offenses prior to state legalization. Being able to gift free office space and a dedicated portion of the dispensary’s proceeds will finally get it off the ground, and the rush of knowing all the good we’re about to do fills me up with a golden, shimmery happiness.

A golden, shimmery, poor happiness, but still. I can cash flow a few months’ expenses, and investing in my dream is worth the uncertainty. If I have to work next door to a certain asshole doctor, at least I get to delight in running a successful dispensary and rubbing it in his intense face, proving once and for all that I, Nomi Wyeth, am both a pothead and a cunning businesswoman, and I do have a future being exactly who I am after all.

I cross the final t in Wyeth on the lease with a flourish.

Fuck you, Julian D’Angelo. I win.







CHAPTER FOUR

JULIAN

I glide into a spot in front of the clinic, parking my new Volvo hybrid behind an ancient Subaru, its bumper covered in stickers so faded, the words flicker in and out like ghosts. The few still legible include a witchy Coexist; two flying cartoon guys proclaiming Flight of the Conchords; and a big, fat marijuana leaf that says I [image: Icon of a flame.] New Jersey, the only one that looks new.

Nomi.

My heart thrums in a wild, tachycardiac stress response to those old bumper stickers, their exact placement burned into my memory alongside every other detail about Nomi I hoarded our senior year. I got my first glimpse of the new girl when she showed up to the inaugural varsity debate team practice. Dressed all in black, her long, dark waves dyed the color of a moonlit night, she looked so—so intimidating—but when our eyes met, my mouth hanging slightly open, she smiled, soft and seeking.

And I stupidly told her she was in the wrong place. She had to be, I thought. Because someone that beautiful and interesting and completely fucking cool could not also be a varsity debate nerd like me. We weren’t the same species of human. She was the one wearing calf-high lace-up boots, and I was the servant ready to lick them. That soft smile transformed into a scowl as she entered the room anyway and took her seat opposite me, but it returned when our coach enthusiastically welcomed her, already aware of her
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