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Dedication

To my exes: Some of you may not have been boyfriend material, but you were definitely inspiration material. Thanks for giving me so many stories to tell.

And to Rob, thanks for being my forever boyfriend.

A special thanks to Kresta Schleiffarth for her nursing and ER information.

And to Dr. Kim Tustison for her medical expertise.
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THERE ARE TIMES IN YOUR life when it’s like everyone and everything in the universe come together to make it happen for you. Like it was meant to be.

I really thought this was one of those times. But the man standing in front of me is dead set on ruining it.

“Graham, it’s just a kiss,” I say, feeling irritated. This is not that big of a deal. I’m pretty sure I’m not his first medical supply room tryst.

This isn’t a tryst, though. Not really.

The fluorescent lighting in the compact room casts shadows across his face, making the tension there look more daunting.

“Think of it as a favor for an old friend,” I say. I’m in too deep. I’m not giving up now.

His right eyebrow lifts, just slightly. “Are we friends?”

“Of course,” I say.

“Lucy, I—”

The rattling of the broken door handle stops him from saying whatever he was going to say, and both of our eyes snap toward it.

“This stupid thing,” a muffled voice says from outside the door, and dread instantly flows through my body. From my head to my feet. I’d know that voice anywhere; it haunts my nightmares, in fact.

Of all the people who’d try to get into this closet right now, why did it have to be her?

Graham curses under his breath. My eyes go wide, not at his words but because I’d been thinking the same ones. This is bad.

So very bad.
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Lucy

Twenty-Two Hours Before the Incident

Sunday, December 31, 9:04 p.m.

From PlainJane2 to GothamGuardian5:

Well, my NYE is a bust. I mean I’ve definitely had worse. I had a date one time who ditched me at 11:55 p.m. He couldn’t even wait a measly five minutes. Ridiculous, right? Tonight I find myself alone again, this time with my family who are all coupled up. They want me to play charades. I should go home, right? I’m super competitive. My whole family is. It never ends well. What are you up to tonight?

From GothamGuardian5 to PlainJane2:

That guy sounds like an idiot. I’m not up to much myself tonight. I may go out later. If it were my family, I’d definitely leave. But they’ve never wanted to play charades before, which is too bad because I’m really good at it. Happy almost New Year, by the way.

“DON’T LEAVE, LUCY,” MY BEST friend, Morgan, says, her tone borderline petulant. She’s got a hand wrapped around my forearm like she can keep me here by brute force. But she’s a petite thing and I could take her if need be. Bring it on.

Actually, I hope she doesn’t bring it on. I’m tired.

“There’s no reason for me to stay,” I tell her, trying to yank my arm out of her freakishly strong grasp. “You’ve all got your plus-ones, and mine went to bed. I’m the lone single loser now.”

We’re standing in the foyer of my parents’ custom-built chalet, with its steeply pitched roof, exposed beams, and a wall of windows facing Aspen Lake. It was their retirement gift to themselves. Big enough for all of us to be here together for the holidays, but not big enough that any of us can move back home.

My mom’s expertly curated Christmas decorations still sit on the entryway table, and a chandelier above us casts a warm, yellowish light. The laughter from my family sitting in the living room echoes around the space.

“You’re not a loser,” Morgan says.

“Well . . . you’re kind of a loser,” my brother Ryan, who’s standing next to her, pipes in, and I give him my best glare. Nose scrunched, eyes squinting, lips slightly puckered.

“And you were an accident,” I say to him, dropping my scowl and giving him a very poignant upward lift of my chin. I love to bring up the fact that Ryan was never in my parents’ family plans. But he showed up unexpectedly, much like he does so often in my life.

Ryan lifts his shoulders and lets them drop. “Mom and Dad’s favorite accident,” he replies.

I make a snorting noise. “Hardly, you dry breadstick.”

Not my best comeback, but I’m trying to be a little kinder with my insults. I follow a nurse on TikTok who shared how she delivers her slights in a nicer way, by taking something that’s good and ruining it by tacking something not so good onto it. For example, a breadstick is yummy, but add dry to the beginning and now it’s not so yummy anymore. Unless it’s one of those Italian crispy breadsticks, but that’s not what I mean.

Well, Ryan is a not-the-good kind of dry breadstick. He’s also an unfrosted Pop-Tart, a stale doughnut, and an undercooked chicken breast.

“Stop,” Morgan intervenes. She’s a well-practiced mediator at this point.

Ryan may annoy me, as younger brothers often do, but he’s not totally wrong here: I am a bit of a loser. It’s New Year’s Eve, my twenty-ninth one to be exact. And I’ve never, not once, had someone to kiss at midnight to ring in the new year. At twenty-nine, I’ve barely even kissed someone, period. I thought I might get a decent one from Mason, the New Year’s Eve date ditcher—four, or was it five years ago? It’s all a big blur. But there was obviously no smooching happening that night.

I wasn’t totally honest when I messaged GothamGuardian5, I did have a date tonight—two of them, in fact—but it was my five-year-old niece, Milly, and my three-year-old nephew, Caden, so they don’t really count. Plus, they’ve already gone to bed, leaving me all by myself.

Now it’s just me, surrounded by family—both of my parents, my oldest brother, Kyle, and his wife, Carrie (Milly and Caden’s parents), my next-oldest brother, Derek, and his wife, Lauren, and my baby brother, Ryan, with his new fiancée, Morgan.

Yes, Morgan, my best friend, got engaged to my brother one week ago on Christmas Day. I introduced them a couple of summers ago thinking Ryan would hate her like he did all my other friends, but they fell in love instead.

I’ve never seen either of them happier, so even though I want to hate it all—my brother basically stealing my best friend and doing weird couple-y things with her like playing pickleball like old people and going out on Friday nights for karaoke (people still do that?)—I’m choosing to be supportive of the whole thing. I understand now why the high road is less traveled. It’s hard.

So anyway, here we are, two hours before midnight, and everyone here has a someone. Everyone except me, that is.

“Just let me go home,” I say, finally wrenching my arm out of Morgan’s grip.

She drops her hand and pushes her shoulders back. “If you stay, I’ll kiss you at midnight instead of Ryan.”

“What?” Ryan says, giving his betrothed the same scrunched face I just gave him. But not quite as good as mine. We may have the same dark-blond hair and hazel eyes (at one year apart, people often ask if we’re twins), but I am clearly the better scowler.

“With tongue,” she adds, giving me two succinct eyebrow lifts, a playful smile on her lips.

My gosh, if her middle school students could see Miss Holman right now.

I scrunch my nose. “As tempting as it sounds, I’ll have to pass.”

Ryan makes a gagging sound. “Thank goodness for that.”

“So what, you’re just going to go home and sleep?” Morgan asks, throwing her hands up in the air, flabbergasted.

“That’s the plan. I have to work tomorrow,” I say.

“Not until three,” she says. I should have lied to her about the time when she asked earlier. That would have been the perfect excuse.

“I need to catch up on sleep,” I tell Morgan.

“That’s not a thing,” Ryan says.

“Actually, as a nurse, I can tell you it is.” I give him my best snooty look. I actually don’t know if this is true, but if I say it with confidence he’ll believe me. Ryan is my most gullible sibling, with Kyle being the most protective and Derek being the peacemaker.

Morgan tucks some of her dark-brown, shoulder-length hair behind her ear, takes a giant breath, and then lets it out. “I hate to do this, but I’m going to have to pull rank here.”

“Rank?” I ask her.

“I’m the boss now, remember?”

I drop my shoulders, taking a sulking stance. She’s not making this up; I did put her in charge of my life.

It was Christmas night, a couple of hours after she and Ryan had gotten engaged, and I’d had a little too much celebratory champagne. I’d been lamenting how boring my life is, and how we’re going into a new year, and I have nothing from the past 365 days to show for it. Just the same stale cycle I’ve been living the last eight years, basically since college graduation. Day in and day out, the same freaking things. I go to work, I spend time with my family, I stream a lot of shows. I rarely go out, and I haven’t been on a date since . . . since . . . well I guess the last time was with date-ditching Mason.

Wow. That’s pathetic.

The only thing outside of my mundane, daily existence I managed this past year was the move from Carson City up to Aspen Lake so I could be closer to most of my family and closer to Aspen Lake General, the hospital where I work. At least that’s something. If I hadn’t done that, I’d still be living in the same cockroach-infested apartment too.

It was an easy decision, moving out of that gross apartment and up to the little condo I rent from a woman named Cami. It’s twice the price of my last place, but I love it, and it came with the most adorable pink couch.

Once upon a time I had big goals. There were huge, gargantuan things happening in my life, a future as bright as the gold-sequin sweater my mom is sporting tonight. Funny how that changed in a flash.

It’s not really all that funny, actually.

“I fired you,” I tell Morgan.

I did fire her from my third-of-life crisis because the first thing she did after becoming the boss of me was make me an online dating profile. Something I’ve never, ever wanted. And yes, I know a lot of people meet online nowadays and it’s not that big of a deal, but it is to me.

But the real reason I fired her is because she let my brother make my profile.

“You can’t fire me,” she says.

“I can, since you let this soggy cereal box here fill out my profile,” I say, holding out a hand toward Ryan.

“Hey, I did a good job with that,” he says.

“You gave me the username NurseMeBaby.”

“Yeah?” He shakes his head. “You’re a nurse. I thought it was clever.”

I cock my head to the side, giving him my very best you can’t be this thick look. “Just think about it for a second. Really think about it,” I tell him.

Ryan looks to Morgan, clearly not getting it.

She pats his shoulder. “I’ll explain later.”

Oh, the amount of time I had to spend swiping left on all the creepers who swiped right on that profile. This is an assumption, of course. They may not all be creepers. Some could have been clueless morons like Ryan. Gauging by the profile pictures on some of these accounts, though, I think I was justified. I probably should have deleted it and started over. Actually, why didn’t I do that?

Whatever. What’s done is done. I took out most of what Ryan put on there, changed my job from nurse to accountant (so people don’t swipe right to ask about some weird rash on their body), and changed my username to PlainJane2, since my middle name is Jane, but mostly because I’d hoped it would give off the vibe that I’m boring, so please don’t swipe right.

I answered the profile questions with only the bare minimum, changed the picture to me, but with my face mostly covered, and changed my status to looking for friendship rather than love. Even after all that, someone swiped right on my profile. A few people did, actually.

One particular profile looked interesting enough, so on a whim I swiped right on GothamGuardian5. I had instant regrets, but he quickly struck up a conversation, first asking me what my favorite Taylor Swift album is, to which I replied Red, because, duh. He said that was the right answer and we’ve been chatting off and on for the past five days.

He offered about as much as I did in his profile (which wasn’t much), and his picture is a comic book–style drawing of Batman. Surprisingly, he’s clever . . . and funny. We haven’t talked about all that much. He mostly peppers me with would-you-rather questions, and I answer them. Sometimes, like tonight, we ask each other for advice. Who knows if it will last, but for now it’s kind of . . . fun.

He could possibly be an old man trying to reel me in, even though his profile said early-to-mid thirties, but I don’t get that vibe from our conversations. Besides, would an elderly man even know who Taylor Swift is? Actually, he probably would—who doesn’t at this point?

It doesn’t matter who this guy is anyway because I have no intention of meeting him, not now, not ever. Even though, according to his profile, we live somewhere within twenty-five miles of each other. But he doesn’t seem all that interested in meeting up either. Right now, GothamGuardian5 and I are just two people chatting. Despite that, it has become a kind of fun new thing in my otherwise mundane life.

It’s also my secret fun thing. I haven’t told Morgan, and I don’t plan to. As far as she knows, I’ve been doing nothing with her online dating idea.

“Well as the boss of your life, I’m hiring myself back,” Morgan says.

“You can’t do that.”

“Lucy,” she says, giving me a pout. “I actually worked on this.”

“You did?”

“Yes,” she says. “I made a list.”

I scrunch my brow. “You made a list?”

“Yes,” she says, pulling her phone out of the back pocket of the maroon miniskirt she paired with opaque black tights and a white, cropped cable-knit sweater. I’m wearing the same sweater—by chance; we both bought it and didn’t know it—but with jeans, and as usual, Morgan wears it better than me. She’s tiny and cute and I’m tall and more . . . awkward, like I never got out of my gangly phase. I mean, I did, of course. It’s just that I’ve always felt like that little girl in my head. I did try to look more adult today by taking time to curl my hair and put on more makeup, which is not my usual MO. When you spend forty-plus hours a week in scrubs with your hair pulled back, it feels almost strange to get all dolled up.

“What’s on this list?” I ask, eyeing her with a hint of curiosity mixed with a dash of trepidation.

She clicks around on her phone with her manicured nails, painted gold and black for the holiday, before turning her phone around to show me.

It’s her notes app, and she’s pulled up one titled: Ways to Get Lucy Out of Her Comfort Zone.

I look up from her screen. “I’m not in a comfort zone,” I say, defensively.

“Yes, you are.”

“You totally are,” Ryan pops in. I’d almost forgotten he was here.

I narrow my eyes at them both. “No, I’m not. I’ve just got a routine that works for me, and it’s easy.”

“That’s literally the definition of a comfort zone,” she says, giving me a sarcastic glare, slipping her phone back into her pocket. “I didn’t just make a list; I did some research too.”

She did research? I feel bad now. She clearly took this seriously, putting a lot of effort into making a plan for my life, and it was mostly just a tipsy, offhand thing I said.

It did feel like it was a good idea at the time—letting someone else make my decisions for me. Heaven knows I’m not doing myself any favors. What better person to do it than Morgan? Morgan, who takes way more chances than I do. Case in point: she’s marrying my brother, and even though I’ve told her how many times I caught him playing with his boogers as a kid, she still wants to go through with it.

There may have been a time in the beginning of their relationship when I was trying to subtly sabotage it. Or maybe not so subtly. The high road has been a bumpy ride, to say the least.

Morgan has also been places. She’s seen parts of the world I’ve never seen. She even moved to Vegas for a couple of years, just to try it out. Sure, she moved back, but that’s more than I’ve ever done.

I was born here in Aspen Lake, at the very same hospital I now work at. I grew up here, went to college not far from here, have returned to live here, and will probably die here. All by myself. Alone.

“What’s on this list?”

“That’s for me to know and for you to find out,” she says.

I fold my arms. “If I’m agreeing to this, I need to know what I’m getting into.”

“It’s not that bad,” she says. “Stuff like try a different food or try out a new hobby.”

“That doesn’t seem so bad,” I say. “So just things like that?”

“Yes,” Morgan says. “And a couple of things like go smmibbing.”

She turns her head away on that last word, her voice so quiet I didn’t make out what she said.

“Go what?” I ask, feeling the beginnings of anxiety worm its way through my stomach.

She says it again, this time even quieter.

Ryan huffs out a breath. “She said, ‘Go swimming’.”

Morgan gives him a small glare, to which he replies with a shrug.

“Swim?” I ask, sounding like she’s just burned me with a hot poker. The chatter in the living room quiets for a second before starting up again.

“Luce,” she says, putting her hand on my arm. “It’s time. You even said so yourself.”

There have been a few times recently that I’ve mentioned getting back into the pool. But it was off-the-cuff. Like maybe I should get back into the water sometime. I didn’t mean it. Not really.

For my entire high school career, I ate, slept, and breathed swimming. So much that I gave up a lot of what would have been considered a normal teenage experience. I missed dances because of meets. I couldn’t stay out too late because of early-morning practices. But I didn’t care. I loved it.

And then . . . it all went away. And I haven’t been back in a pool since. At least not a recreational pool. I definitely haven’t swum laps, only wading and floating like most people do in water.

“I don’t know,” I say. It’s not like I told myself I’d never swim again. I just. . . haven’t.

“Morgan’s right. It’s time to get back on the horse,” Ryan says.

I know Ryan carries a lot of guilt over my swimming—or lack of swimming, as it were. I know he’d feel better if I were to start doing it again. I’ve told him it’s not his fault. I’ve never blamed him. Still, I think he feels responsible for everything.

“I’ll take it off,” Morgan says. “We can just keep it simple.”

I let out a breath as I look at my best friend. She took time out of her busy middle school–teaching life to make this list for me. She’s put thought and consideration into it. It wasn’t just a cut-and-paste kind of thing.

“Okay,” I tell her.

“Okay to the swimming thing?” she asks, her eyes wide. She must have thought I’d give her more pushback on that.

“I mean, okay to doing things on this list.” I’m not sure how I feel about the swimming thing yet; I need to think about it more. It feels too soon, which is ridiculous since it’s been over a decade.

She claps her hands. “This is going to be great. So, my thought was to start at the top of the list and work your way through it, attempting one each day. And then every day you report back to me.”

“How many things did you put on this list?”

“Just thirty-one things. One for each day of January.”

“Do I win something at the end?”

“Yes,” she says. “Self-respect.”

“Wow,” I say and then give her duck lips.

“Fine. Do it and you can have my red coat.”

My eyes widen at that. “No way,” I say, not believing her. Morgan has the most beautiful red coat she found years ago while thrift shopping. It’s vintage and gorgeous and I have always coveted it. It turns out it’s worth way more than the price she paid for it.

“Do the challenge and it’s yours.”

Oh, I am definitely in now. I know I said I never get dressed up, but I would do it more often if I had that coat. Heck, I’d just wear it over my scrubs.

“Wait, are you saying that because you don’t think I can do it?” I eye her, dubiously.

“Of course I think you can do it,” she says.

I look at number one on the list she sent me: Do something out of character. “For number one can we just count signing up for online dating?”

“No.” She shakes her head. “You’ve barely done that.”

I look down at my phone so she doesn’t see the look on my face that hints I’m hiding something. I have been using the dating app. Just not how she’d want me to.

She grabs me by the wrist and I look up. “But tonight you’re going to stay and play charades. Boss’s orders.”

“Really?” I pout.

“Yes, really. It’s part of the deal.”

She walks me over to the living room where the rest of my family is chatting and we take a seat on the couch, with Morgan between Ryan and me.

“This is just what you need,” she says, leaning into me for a couple of seconds.

“We’ll see,” I say, knowing she means her little challenge and not me playing charades with my family. Which usually ends with me getting mad because Ryan cheated. Nobody needs that.

I can’t help but wonder if her challenge will be good for me. I’ve been living like an old lady for the past decade. It might do me some good to try something different, and I might get a gorgeous red coat out of the deal.

It’s a new year, after all. No time like the present to change things up.
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Lucy

Four Hours Before the Incident

Monday, January 1, 3:32 p.m.

From GothamGuardian5 to PlainJane2:

Question: Would you rather only watch one single movie for the rest of your life or only eat the same food for the rest of your life? Also, whichever one you pick, I need to know the name of the movie or what kind of food. Your answer is very important.

By the way, did you stay for charades?

From PlainJane2 to GothamGuardian5:

Unfortunately, I did stay for charades. It wasn’t so bad. Only one person got mad, and it wasn’t me this time, so that was a win. I did say I was competitive, didn’t I? And I guess I would say movie. And it would be The Holiday. Because Jude Law. What about you?

From GothamGuardian5 to PlainJane2:

The Holiday? I’ve never seen it. I guess I better remedy that. For me it would also be a movie, and it would be Inception. Because Christopher Nolan.

MORGAN REMINDED ME ABOUT MY first challenge, which is to do something out of character, and I have zero idea how to go about it. She texted me this morning and I immediately put it off, because that’s what I do. But now it’s the afternoon and I have no clue how I’m going to do it. I think I’ve already failed this challenge of hers. The first day.

I quickly send a text to Morgan, needing some reinforcement.

Lucy: I have no idea what to do that’s out of character for me

It’s seconds before I see the three little dots appear, and I remember it’s a holiday and she has the day off.

Morgan: Don’t make it so hard. Be brave! Be impulsive! It’s the year of Lucy!

I really wish I hadn’t told her and Ryan the new motto I came up with. It sounds stupid in the light of day.

Lucy: I feel like you don’t know me at all. I’m not impulsive

Morgan: That’s why it would be out of character

Lucy: Oh, I guess you do know me after all

Morgan: You’re at work, right? Make out with someone in the supply room

The scoffing noise I make actually echoes throughout the ER. It’s been an oddly quiet day for a holiday.

Lucy: Please stop watching Grey’s Anatomy. That doesn’t happen in real life

This isn’t helpful.

Also, why did Morgan pick something so hard for the first day? She could have started with something simpler. Ease me into this whole thing slowly. Making me do something out of character seems like a big one to throw at me. Maybe I should quit while I’m ahead? Or . . . not ahead.

I’m not giving up because I’ve decided that I’m committed to this. Last night, as everyone else around me kissed at midnight and I sat by myself blowing a noisemaker, I decided right then that I’m going to make a go of this. This year is going to be my year. A different year. A better year. The year of Lucy.

It’s not because I want to have someone to kiss at midnight next New Year’s Eve—although that would be nice—it’s that I want to be able to look back on the past year and feel better about myself. I want to feel like I did something different, rather than the same things I’ve been doing year after year.

Also, I would very much like to have that red coat.

It helped that Ryan told me, right before the ball dropped last night, that he didn’t think I’d make it past the first day, bringing back some of that competitiveness I used to have when I was swimming. No one tells me what I can’t do . . . that’s my job. I’m really good at it.

Talking to GothamGuardian5 is out of character for me. But I’m not telling Morgan about that. Mostly because I don’t want her reading into it and pushing me to do something I’m not ready to do. She’s already doing enough of that.

My phone vibrates, and I see I’ve gotten a response from Morgan.

Morgan: [Sends a picture of the red coat]

Lucy: You play dirty

“I hope whoever you’re texting, it’s work related,” Evie says, and I look up to see her gray, curled head peering over the tall desktop running around the perimeter of the nurses’ station. Her hair almost matches the color of the walls behind her, and the fluorescent overhead lighting is casting a shadow over her face, making her scowl look even more frightening. It’s rare to see the charge nurse without a sour look on her face. She may be the human equivalent of a stale cracker, but she runs a tight ship in this emergency room, with some very strict rules—including no personal phone usage during work hours.

Not that any of us follow that one. We’ve just learned to hide it well. Apparently, I’ve temporarily forgotten how to do that. I was just brazenly sitting here texting on my phone, like a novice.

“Of course,” I say, not-so-surreptitiously sliding the phone into my pocket.

“She was texting me,” I hear someone say from behind me and look over my shoulder to see Dr. Shackwell standing with his phone in his hand on the other side of the station, the twinkling lights from the Christmas garland hanging on the wall behind him giving him an ethereal sort of glow. He looks a bit like a bad-boy angel come to save me.

“Ya-yes,” I say, turning back to Evie. “I was just texting Dr. Shackwell to tell him the patient in room four needs to speak with him.” I’m praying I have that right because it’s highly possible that no one is in room four. For a holiday, it’s been pretty quiet around here.

“On your personal phone?” she asks, clearly not believing this story.

“My work one wouldn’t send,” I say. This isn’t that far-fetched since it does happen every once in a while. Although I wouldn’t send it to a personal phone since it’s not secure like the messaging system we have here. Also, I don’t have Graham’s phone number, but Evie doesn’t know that.

“I appreciate you doing that,” Dr. Shackwell says to me.

Evie squints her eyes in his direction, and I turn my chair slightly so I can see the handsome doctor. All six-foot-three of him, with his light brown perfectly coiffed hair, and that ever-present short-cropped beard framing his jaw. I wonder if his Chris Evans vibes are appealing to crabby-pants Evie? They certainly are to most everyone at Aspen General. But I’ve known Graham Shackwell for practically my entire life. So his charms don’t work on me.

That’s a lie, actually. It’s a rare woman who doesn’t find him attractive. But having very little experience with men, the thought of being ensnared in his handsome trap and then tossed aside, as I’ve heard is his MO from some of the other nurses, makes it easier for me to keep a good distance. Plus, when my brother Kyle—who used to be best friends with Graham—found out he was working with me, he told me to stay away. I did mention Kyle is overprotective, right?

I’m not sure his warnings were needed because, well, I’m twenty-nine years old. If I want to be played with, that’s my prerogative. But also, Graham has been moonlighting here for six months and I haven’t so much as even heard a flirtatious line from the man. He’s all business when he’s here. I may be naive when it comes to the opposite sex, but I know a flirt when I see one. And so far . . . Graham isn’t like that. At least not during his shifts. Maybe he saves it for his other jobs. Or maybe it was a phase he grew out of.

He’s had ample opportunity to flirt around here. The other nurses go all googly-eyed when he’s around and have had a great time coming up with versions of his unfortunate last name. Shack-me-up-well and Shackle-me-up were a couple of my favorites. None that are said to his face, of course.

I’m sure they’d have even more if they knew his middle name. Kal-El. As in Superman. Weird that I remember that, but also, it’s a hard one to forget.

Evie lets out a breath. “All right,” she says before turning her five-foot-two self around and walking away.

“She seems like a really fun person to hang out with,” Graham says once she’s out of earshot, and I snort out a laugh as I turn my chair around. Graham Shackwell made a joke. He was practically a permanent fixture in my house growing up, and he was always quite the jokester back then. I’d actually forgotten that about him until right now; he’s seemed so straightlaced since he started working here.

He’s wearing his white coat over black scrubs, a stethoscope hanging around his neck, a hand in his pocket. He looks like he could be a model for a hot doctor calendar.

“Yeah, but she’s a real sweetie under that hard exterior,” I say, giving him my best fake-sincere look.

His eyebrows move up his forehead. “Really?”

“No. Not at all,” I say through a laugh, shaking my head back and forth.

He chuckles then. The corners of his mouth pull upward, and I catch a glimpse of his perfectly straight white teeth. I remember when he got braces back in middle school. He even looked cool with braces. When I got mine, I just looked like braces with a face. It’s all anyone could see.

“I like the headband,” he says.

“Oh, thanks,” I say, reaching up and touching the thick headband. A lot of us wear them to keep our hair out of our faces. I like to theme mine—it gives me some creative freedom since all we wear are scrubs around here. Mine has stars on it because that was the closest thing I had for New Year’s.

“Thanks for saving me with Evie,” I tell him.

“Not a problem,” he replies. “Is she always like that?” He holds out a hand in the direction where Evie made her exit.

“Evie? Oh . . . yeah. Pretty much.”

“I just thought she was in a bad mood every time I’m here. I thought she hated me.”

“Oh.” I nod. “She definitely hates you. But to be fair, she hates everyone.”

He smiles again, this time bigger. His lips stretch across his face, and a small dimple makes an appearance on his left cheek. Graham has an award-winning smile. It’s one of the reasons thirteen-year-old me would make excuses to go down to the basement when he was playing video games with Kyle . . . just to see his smile. Graham Shackwell might have been my first real crush.

We’re silent for a few seconds and I think he’s about to walk away.

“How was your New Year’s Eve?” he asks, surprising me. I haven’t had a conversation with Graham that lasted more than a couple of quick hellos in . . . well, years. Many years. Unless you’re counting work conversations, which I’m not.

“It was okay,” I say. “I was with my family.”

“Oh, sounds . . . fun.”

I smile. “It really wasn’t.”

“Does the Price family still play games all the time?”

“All the time,” I say.

Graham knows all about the Price family game playing since he and Kyle were once inseparable. They were always together, practically connected at the hip. But then Graham went to medical school somewhere on the East Coast and Kyle went to UNLV for finance and we saw less and less of Graham.

And now, Kyle is warning me about him. I wonder what happened between them. Maybe it was just a growing-apart kind of thing. It’s not like I ever see my friends from high school anymore. Of course, those relationships were mostly with people on the swim team, and they dissolved pretty quickly after the accident. They all went off to college to swim and I had to stay home and heal that first semester.

“How was your New Year’s Eve?” I ask, not wanting the conversation to end. For a holiday, it’s been pretty boring around here. I only have two rooms to check on and we’re waiting on X-rays for one and labs for the other.

Graham lifts a shoulder and lets it drop. “It was pretty boring,” he says.

“No big parties to attend?” I search his face for signs of a hangover, but his eyes are bright white and there’s no sagging, discolored skin underneath them.

“Nothing to write home about,” is all he offers.

Did he, too, play charades with his family and then blow on a noisemaker while everyone around him kissed at midnight? I doubt that. Plus, he didn’t have the best home life growing up, hence the reason he was always with my family. Maybe that’s changed, though. I hardly know this man standing not too far from me.

“Do you remember that one New Year’s when you and Kyle set off those bottle rockets behind my house?”

He furrows his brow before another one of those award-winning smiles spreads across his pretty face. “I do remember that,” he says. “Didn’t the police come? I think the neighbors called.”

I shake my head. “It was Derek, actually.”

His eyes go wide. “Derek?”

“Yes, my brother Derek, the rule follower, called the cops on his own brother. We only found out like a few years ago.”

We’re both laughing now, the sound reverberating through the small space.

“Oh, wow. I miss your family,” he says, still laughing.

“We miss you too,” I say easily. There’s rarely an evening that we get together without a Graham and Kyle story being shared. There are lots of them.

Graham’s work phone goes off, and he pulls it out of his pocket. “I guess I better get back to work.”

“Yeah, me too,” I say. Although I don’t have much to do right now.

“It was fun catching up,” he says.

“Yeah, it was.”

I’m not sure why Kyle told me to stay away from Graham. There wasn’t an ounce of flirting from him. Not even a suggestive comment. Maybe he’s got it all wrong.

Graham turns to walk away but then doubles back. “Maybe we can take lunch breaks together later and catch up some more.”

Technically it would be dinner, but all food breaks on whatever shift you’re working around here are called lunch.

I give him my best broad smile. “I’d love that,” I say. “But I’m not sure when crabby-butt Evie will let me take one.”

He eyes me, and I almost miss the very subtle head shake he gives me.

“She’s behind me,” I whisper, praying I’m wrong.

He pulls his lips in between his teeth and gives me one quick nod.

Well, crap.

I spin around, pasting on my best fake smile. “Hi, Evie,” I say, praying she didn’t hear me, or maybe she misheard me, or maybe I can play it off like she heard me wrong. Maybe Graham can get me out of this one, too? I look over my shoulder and see that he’s gone. The rat.

She scowls at me. I’m not sure how to take it. This is her normal look. It doesn’t look extra scowl-y, does it?

“What can I do for you?” I say, keeping on with the smile. I have a feeling it’s turned from fake to cartoonish, like something you’d see on a scary doll or a clown. My cheeks hurt.

She huffs a breath out of her nose. “We have a pediatric patient in room two,” she says, her voice low and her tone unimpressed. Again, this is very typical Evie. “She’s presenting with anaphylaxis after accidentally ingesting cashews, and we’ve already given her a second dose of epinephrine. Dad is anxious to get home. Check in with them.”

“Sure,” I say. “Of course.”

She points to herself. “This crabby butt is taking lunch.” Then she walks off.

I reach up and rub my temples. Not my best day here at Aspen General.
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Graham

Two Hours Before the Incident

STAYING HOME LAST NIGHT AND doing nothing for New Year’s Eve was not on my life bingo card. If two-years-ago Graham could see me now. Hell, if last-year Graham could see me now.

I hardly recognize myself. It was just me and a glass of water (I’m trying to drink less) toasting in the New Year. I’m not going to sugarcoat this. It was boring. And lonely.

Should I get a dog?

This is me attempting to be a better man. A different man. A . . . boring man. I don’t want to be boring—it’s just an unfortunate side effect of this new life I’m creating, and because of that, I wanted to avoid all my old haunts. So the only option seemed to be for me to stay home.

Maybe I should get a dog. Especially if I’m going to be doing more of this in the future.

Also not on my bingo card? Seeing a therapist. But I am, and it’s been good for me. Again, old me would lose his mind. Gloria is her name, and staying home for New Year’s Eve wasn’t her idea. That was all me. She does give me assignments, though.

For example, last week she assigned me to make friends with someone from the opposite sex. Just a friend. Nothing else. No other ulterior motives or anything other than friendship. Just plain old friends doing friendly sorts of things.

It’s to practice building healthy boundaries and shifting my focus from superficial to something with depth. I guess. After so many years with crappy boundaries and too much of the superficial, I’m not exactly sure how to do that.

I don’t know how to just be me around a woman. I don’t even know if I know who me really is. My gosh. That’s an unfortunate realization.

I’m also not sure there’s a person in this mountain town that doesn’t know about my reputation or wouldn’t be one or two degrees away from finding out.

But . . . earlier this afternoon, I had a conversation with Lucy Price. A real one. Sure, it was short, but I had like three opportunities where I could have—would have—flirted. I wanted to. I felt the words on the tip of my tongue. Old habits die hard and all that, and it’s been a long time since I’ve allowed myself to just chat with a woman. It wasn’t easy. Especially since Lucy has grown into a beauty, with her blond hair and her pretty, pink lips. She’s no longer that lanky girl who used to hang around when I was playing video games with her brother.

For the past six or possibly eight months, my way of dealing with this reinvention of myself has been to set very clear boundaries in my interactions with members of the opposite sex. I obviously can’t ignore them completely, but I say what needs to be said and then I move along.

It may not be healthy behavior, according to Gloria (hence, the challenge), but so far, it’s been working for me.

I’d planned to do that with Lucy; after I, on a whim, stepped in and helped her out with Evie, I told myself to walk away. But then she talked to me. And I talked back, and it felt really good to actually talk to someone and not just about work. Because the truth is, I haven’t really been having conversations with much of anyone. No one other than Gloria, that is. And my mom. But neither of them counts. One I pay to talk to me, and the other I’m related to.

It’s not like my chats with my mom run deep, anyway. More like updates on what she’s been up to, and the not-so-subtle questions about whether I’m ever going to talk to my dad. I have zero plans to do that right now. I highly doubt that will change anytime soon. Hopefully that won’t be my next assignment from Gloria.

I sit back in the tall, black desk chair and look at the office I use while on shift at the hospital. It’s impersonal, with plain white walls and a boring, natural-wood desk. But like the spa I work at a couple of times a week, I don’t have my own office. I do have one at the internal health clinic I help run, at least.

Why would a doctor be working three jobs, you ask? Student loans, that’s why. They are the financial equivalent of a dementor that just won’t quit. Sucking the life right out of me. I’m determined to pay them off as soon as I can because it’s an exorbitant amount. Did I have to attend a prestigious medical school across the country? No. Did I have to go to a top hospital in an expensive big city to do my residency? Also no. What can I say? I’ve made a lot of poor choices in my life. It’s kind of my theme. Graham Shackwell: he makes poor choices.

I’m trying to fix that.

From outside my office, I hear some commotion happening—it starts with some yelling, and then after one shrill scream, I get up from my chair, rush to the door, and open it up, nearly running right into someone.

“What’s going on?” I ask, grabbing a frantic-looking Evie by the shoulders, turning her toward me. I’ve never seen the woman so out of her wits. Her face is pale and her short, curly gray hair askew.

“It’s a rat!” she practically screeches, looking around the room, her eyes darting every which way. A bead of sweat runs down the corner of her forehead.

“A . . . rat?”

“Over there,” she says, squeamishly pointing toward the nurses’ station.

I walk over to the station to find Lucy on her hands and knees, her head under one of the desks.

“Do you see it?” a man says from behind the tall desktop bordering the nurses’ station. I recognize him—he’s the dad from room two, here with his daughter who’s had an anaphylactic reaction to cashews. I’d just checked on them an hour ago. What’s going on?

“I think he’s over here,” I hear Lucy say, her voice slightly muffled from still being under the desk. “Come out, little Cinnamon.”

“Cinnamon?” I ask Evie. “Who’s Cinnamon?”

“There’s a rat on the loose,” Evie nearly screams, placing her hands on her cheeks.

“It’s not a rat,” the dad says, his face worried. “It’s my daughter’s gerbil. She brought it in her backpack. I had no idea.”

“Come on, little guy,” Lucy says, burrowing farther under the desk.

“Get it out of here,” Evie yells.

“I’m doing my best—ouch,” Lucy says, hitting her head on the underside of the desk as she backs out. She leans back on her heels, rubbing the spot with her fingertips, her face looking apologetic. “I don’t know where it went.”

Evie lets out a little shriek. “I can handle blood, infected wounds, broken bones, fingers cut off. But I do not do rodents,” she says, wringing her hands together.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see a little brown-and-white ball of fur scamper toward the other side of the nurses’ station.

“There!” I say, pointing over to the desk in the corner where I see it squeeze under one of the rolling cabinets.

Lucy scrambles over to where I’m pointing, grabs onto the cabinet the little guy just went under, and starts to slowly move the rolling file drawer out, away from the wall.

“Please be careful,” the dad says.

“A little help, please?” Lucy asks, and I make quick work of walking inside the nurses’ station and getting down on the floor. I’ve done a lot of things in the name of medicine, but this is a new one—on my hands and knees looking for a rodent.

I hear the clank of something falling on the floor near me, and I look down to see the otoscope that was in my pocket is now on the floor, broken in two, the head separated from the handle. Crap. That was my favorite one.

“Hurry, please,” she says.

“What can I do?” I ask, pushing the useless otoscope to the side and quickly moving closer to Lucy. So close I can smell the citrus and floral scent she’s wearing. Old me would have told her she smelled good and then added something stupid like, Did you wear that scent for me? New me keeps my trap shut. See? Growth. I can still think it—I just don’t need to say it.

“I think we’ve got him cornered,” Lucy says. “If you could ease the cabinet out and block that side with your body in case he tries to go back under, then I’ll try and grab him.”

I do as she asks, slowly pulling the metal rolling file cabinet out from under the desk, keeping a lookout to make sure he doesn’t crawl back under it.

Lucy quickly moves under the desk, reaching her arm back behind it to try and grab Cinnamon.

“Do you see him?”

“Yes,” she says. “He’s just out of my reach.” She’s lying on the floor now, scooting closer with small movements as she reaches for the gerbil. The top of her purple scrub set is riding up just enough that I catch a peek of creamy white skin. I look away.

“Come on, you stale cracker,” she says, her voice sounding stretched as she tries to reach for it.

“Stale cracker?” I ask, not able to help myself.

“Just . . . be . . . quiet . . . ,” she says, huffing out the words.

I do as she says, keeping an eye out for the gerbil.

“Got him,” she finally declares.

A collective sigh of relief goes around the room, though not from Evie, who lets out a little squeak.

Lucy eases out from under the desk, smiling as she cradles a visibly shaking, tiny gerbil in her hands. “I’ve got you, little guy,” she says.

He’s cute. I reach over and pet him on the head. His fur feels soft to the touch. He sniffs my hand a couple of times before retreating back into Lucy’s grasp.

“Oh, thank goodness,” the dad says.

“Get that thing out of my station,” Evie demands, sounding relieved and keeping her eyes averted from the ball of fluff in Lucy’s hands.

I help her stand up, and we both walk over to the dad.

“I’m so sorry,” the dad says as Lucy hands over the tiny critter.

“It’s okay,” she tells him.

We both follow him to the patient room and then inside.

“Cinnamon!” his daughter says when she sees her pet has been found, a trail of fresh tears running down her freckled cheeks. She looks tiny in that big bed, her mom sitting in a chair next to her.

I move to the room’s laptop and pull up her chart. “It looks like you still have an hour and a half to wait after the last dose of epinephrine,” I say to the room. “Think you can keep that little guy safe until then?” I look at the little girl this time, who gives me a quick nod.

“I’ll hold on to him,” the dad says.

After Lucy does a quick check of the little girl’s vitals, we exit the room.

“Well done, Price,” I say, giving her a closed-mouth smile. I’m not sure why I just called her by her last name, but I kind of like it. It also feels like a boundary of sorts.

I nudge her with my elbow. “Impressive gerbil-catching skills you’ve got there.”

“Just another day at Aspen Lake General,” she says. She smiles at me, a beautiful, bright grin that makes her eyes sparkle.

Old me would have told her that, and then added something flirtatious like, Has anyone ever told you your smile lights up a room? Yeah, I was that guy. I’m still him, really. I’m just learning to bury that part of me.

“Lucy,” Evie says as we approach the nurses’ station. She’s got a can of Lysol and is currently spraying it all over the entire area. “Take your lunch.”

“Sure thing,“ Lucy says. She turns toward me. “Want to join me?”

I hear a clicking noise and see Evie is now attempting to use a step stool to reach the shelving that spans the back wall so she can douse it with disinfecting spray.

I lean in toward Lucy. “Are you going to tell her the rodent was never up there, or should I?”

She doesn’t answer or look my way, but I see her pink lips pull upward, and she gives me a light little hip check.

There’s a camaraderie between us that’s come on suddenly. It might be that we’ve finally had a conversation after all this time, or that we just bonded over catching a gerbil and Evie’s phobia of them. It might be that I’m a man starved of this kind of attention.

Whatever it is, I like it.
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Lucy

Twenty Minutes Before the Incident

Monday, January 1, 6:30 p.m.

From PlainJane2 to GothamGuardian5:

If today had a theme song, what would yours be? Mine is Shake It Off by T. Swift.

From GothamGuardian5 to PlainJane2:

As a Taylor Swift aficionado, you’ll never need to specify when it’s her. I know. Also, extra points for that. Mine would be I Will Survive.

“OH MY GOSH,” I SAY through a laugh. “We can’t really do this.”

“We probably shouldn’t,” Graham says.

We’re seated side by side at the table in the break room, which smells like day-old coffee. A vending machine makes a buzzing noise as we lean in toward each other, huddled over his phone displaying an Amazon page featuring a life-like fake mouse. He pulled it up after I made the comment that we should get some to leave around the ER to scare Evie.

“We really can’t, though,” I say. “She’d know it was us.”

“True,” he agrees, putting his phone back in his pocket.

I lean away from him, back toward my partially eaten burrito. I’ve barely touched it, since the conversation has been much more interesting.

“But,” I say, tilting my head. I touch my bottom lip with my index finger. “Should we save it for a rainy day, at least? Like when she’s being especially witchy?”

He pulls his phone back out and then a couple of clicks later, looks up at me and says, “Done.”

I laugh. “This is only on an if-we-need-it basis.”

“Like backup.”

“Exactly.”

“Who knows—maybe it’ll help her. Might end up being like exposure therapy or something.”

“I doubt it,” I say. “I’ve never seen her like that before. I think she’d need real therapy for something like that.”

He leans back in his seat, eyeing me with curiosity. “So, what have you been up to, Price?”

I’m not sure why he’s started calling me by my last name, but I don’t hate it. It’s strange how our dynamic has changed in just an afternoon. We went from barely talking to jumping into a sort of . . . something. Is this friendship? Or the beginning of it? It’s crazy, but it sort of feels like one of those relationships you pick up from where you left off, but we don’t really have a history. We haven’t left off from anywhere except me being a pesky younger sister and him being my brother’s best friend. We’re more like acquaintances. But it feels like more than that now, somehow.

I pull my eyebrows inward. “You mean, like, recently, or since the last time I saw you?”

“When was the last time I saw you?”

“I think it was Kyle’s wedding.” Graham wasn’t in the wedding, which I remember thinking was weird since he’d been Kyle’s best friend for most of my life. I was still a senior in high school with a bright future ahead of me. One that got snuffed out only a month later.

“Yeah, so what have you been up to since then?”

“That’s a loaded question,” I say. But then I remember it’s not really. Haven’t I been doing the same thing over and over again for pretty much the past decade?

“Give me the short version.”

“You go first.”

“Okay,” he says, reaching up and scratching the side of his head. “I did premed at Northeastern, went to UVA for medical school, and did my residency at Mass General. Then I took a job back home.”

I knew some of this; Kyle would keep us updated on Graham’s whereabouts until they seemed to lose contact, which I think was during medical school.

“Why did you come back home?” I ask.

He takes in a breath, his focus shifting to something across the room before coming back to me. “I guess the short story is my mom.”

I want him to go on, but I don’t press him. Mostly because whatever we’ve started today is new and I don’t feel like I have that right.

“Except it’s not just one job,” I say, giving him a very poignant side-eye.

The corners of his mouth turn up. “Well, I came here initially to work at the med clinic off Alder, and I’ve been moonlighting at the Aspen Lake Lodge spa for a year and a half, and now I’m here.”

“Why so many jobs?”

“Medical school is expensive,” he says, the corner of his mouth pulling up on one side.

“Right.”

“Your turn.”

I feel my stomach do a small flip. The feeling I get every time someone wants to talk about this. It’s been a while, since everyone around here who cares already knows, so I haven’t had to talk about it in a long time.

“I was on the swim team in high school and ended up being recruited by USC. A full-ride scholarship.”

“Wow, that’s really great,” he says.

“It would have been, if I had gone.”

He looks confused, and rightfully so. “Why didn’t you go?”

“The short story is,” I say, reciting his own words back to him, “I got in a car accident a week before the end of my senior year and broke my back—a moderate compression fracture in my lumbar spine, to be exact—and was told I can never swim competitively again.”

Technology has only gotten better in the past ten years, and maybe if I had had the same injury now, the treatment would have been different. Fortunately, after years of physical therapy, I made what my doctors have called a “miraculous” recovery from the injury, but it was too late for the swimming career I’d dreamed of.

“Oh,” he says, his eyes on mine. I look away because even after all these years, I still don’t enjoy that look of pity people tend to give you when they find out all your youthful dreams were shattered. Let’s be honest here: Does anyone enjoy pity?

I look back because I’m curious to see what kind of face Graham pulls when he’s offering his condolences. It’s not the look I’m expecting—not down-turned lips or droopy, sad eyes. He looks more contemplative.

“I had no idea,” Graham says.

I lift a shoulder and let it drop. “You were in medical school then. No reason to keep tabs on your best friend’s little sister.”

I could be mistaken, but it seems like he flinches when I refer to Kyle as his best friend.

“So then how did you end up becoming a nurse?”

“Those first couple of days in the hospital after the accident, the nurses were amazing. First in the ER and then after they moved me to orthopedics. I just—” I pause, looking off to the side, remembering how much I appreciated the comfort the nurses offered me. I had no idea all that I’d lost at that point. “I wanted to do something like that for other people. Offer comfort.”

He nods. “Thank goodness your initial nurse wasn’t Evie,” he says.

I let out a laugh. “That might have made me run for the hills.”

“What would you have been if you hadn’t become a nurse?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “Maybe a teacher.” Although I definitely wouldn’t be a middle school teacher, after hearing from Morgan what they put her through. She should be sainted.

“What about you?”

“Probably a horse wrangler,” he says.

“Really?”

“That was my eight-year-old dream.”

“Oh, well, if we’re going back that far, I wanted to deliver pizzas.”

“Pizzas?” he asks, giving me a quizzical look.

“Sounded like the perfect job, driving around all day with the smell of pizza in your car.”

He bobs his head up and down. “That’s a good point.”

My work phone vibrates in my pocket, and I pull it out and look at it.

Evie: Five minutes

“Evie,” I say and hold the phone up to him.

His mouth falls open. “Five minutes? She times you?”

“She sure does, that soggy potato chip.”

He offers a half smile, his expression tinged with curiosity. “Soggy potato chip? Is this like the stale cracker comment you made about Cinnamon the gerbil?”

“Yes,” I say. “It’s my kinder way of insulting people. It also brings me joy to think them up.”

“I like it,” he says, his face amused.

“Feel free to use it.”

He looks away like he’s thinking about it. “A torn latex glove.”

“Ooh, with a doctor spin.” I give him an approving nod. “Well done.”

“Rusty scalpel,” he says.

“Misplaced syringe,” I add.

“Dropped urine sample.”

I scrunch my nose at that one. “Bent forceps.”

He laughs. “I see the appeal.”

“Right?” I stand up from the table. “Well, I better get back to it.”

“Me too,” he says, pushing his chair back before getting up.

We make quick work of putting our food back in the fridge, neither of us having eaten much since we spent the whole time talking, and then we both wash our hands in the break room sink before heading back to the main area of the ER.

As we pass the supply room, Graham stops. “Broken otoscope,” he says.

“Another one,” I say, giving him an appreciative nod.

“No.” He shakes his head, a smile on his face. “No, actually, I dropped my otoscope when we were looking for Cinnamon and it broke. Are there more in there?” He bobs a head toward the closed door with a sign that says Medical Supply Room on the door.

“I think so,” I say, fidgeting with the door handle; there’s something wrong with it and it doesn’t always open that easily.

I finally get it open, my nose filling with the familiar scents of latex gloves and rubbing alcohol. I reach my hand around the corner and hit the switch, fluorescent lighting instantly filling the room.

Graham follows me inside, the door closing behind him, and trails behind me as I move toward the other side of the compact space, where I’m pretty sure we have a stash of all different types of scopes.

The room is floor-to-ceiling shelves, all meticulously organized with everything in bins and labeled, with the most often used items within arm’s reach. An otoscope is unfortunately not one of those things. They are used often, but not something you need to replace often. Unless it broke because you were on your hands and knees looking for an escaped gerbil.

Today has been weird.

I take a few seconds, my eyes searching until I see where they might be, up on the highest shelf.

“I think they’re up there,” I say, pointing to the spot.

It’s obvious that my five-foot-eight self can’t reach the bin, and Graham tries but isn’t able to grab it either.

“There’s supposed to be a step stool in here,” I say, looking around and then remembering where I last saw it. Evie. She was using it to reach up and disinfect the not-gerbil-infested shelves.

I look around the space, wondering if there’s something else I can use, and see nothing. This room is Evie’s baby and she keeps it tidy. No one is allowed to stash anything that doesn’t belong here.

I push on the metal shelving, wondering if it would hold my weight if I climbed up.

“Do you think if I lifted you up you could grab it?” Graham asks.

“Uh,” I say, suddenly self-conscious about that idea. “I don’t think you could—”

I’m cut off as he bends over, wrapping his arms around my waist as he lifts me like I weigh nothing. Like I’m just a sack of potatoes. Like he does this every day. Maybe he does.

“Graham!” I exclaim as I suddenly feel weightless and free and a tiny bit frightened, even with his strong arms around me. What if it becomes too much and we fall over? There’s not a lot of room in here. At least I know I’ll be in good hands if Graham has to stitch me up. He’s a pro at it.

“Can you get it?” he asks, his voice normal, like he’s not even struggling to hold me up.

Yes, right. I need to be quick about this. I reach up and easily grab the container and pull out an otoscope.

“Got it,” I say as he gently sets me down.

I look up, smiling because I can’t believe he just did that, and I realize how close we are. Mere inches between us. Like a flash, Morgan’s challenge comes back to me, and I realize I’m in the supply room with a handsome man. My heart does a little skipping thing as my pulse quickens.

Supply room. Graham. Me. The year of Lucy.

This would be totally out of character for me. So out of character that Morgan might actually tell me I’m cured, I don’t have to even finish this challenge she’s made for me, and she’s retiring from being my boss on the spot. I could come to work tomorrow wearing a very pretty red coat. Yes, I’d wear it to work because while it’s the kind of coat you save for special occasions, if I did that, I might never get to wear it since I haven’t had one of those in years. So it would become a very special everyday coat for me.

I wouldn’t, though. I couldn’t. Could I? I mean, as far as someone to do this with, Graham is the perfect person. If his reputation really does precede him, then he’d probably be up for it. What’s one little kiss to a guy who’s probably kissed so many others? Tons of others.

But still. This is stupid. I’m not going to do this. Maybe I’ll just tell Morgan I was in the supply room with a handsome man, and therefore, this counts.

I hand Graham the scope and he takes it, my fingers grazing his palm for the briefest second, and I feel a sort of electric sensation at the contact. He jerks his hand back, making me wonder if he felt it too.

Maybe I could do it? Wait. No, I couldn’t. But maybe . . . I have about a half a second to make a decision here, and I’m definitely not going to do it.

Ryan’s smug face comes to mind. We were sitting on my parents’ couch, that confident look on his face, when he told me I wouldn’t be able to do it—this challenge Morgan made for me. I felt that competitive feeling again, the one I used to get after I’d hear the words take your mark and I’d crouch on the starting block, ready to dive in. The anticipation, the adrenaline, the focus. It wasn’t that intense with Ryan last night, and yet, it reminded me. It’s been a long time.

I’m feeling it right now, too.

Screw it. I’m doing it. This is the year of Lucy, after all. I’m going to be so out of character, even I won’t be able to recognize myself.

I better make sure Morgan is sitting down when I tell her. Just in case she faints.

“Could you do me a favor?” I say to Graham, the words spilling out of my mouth before I can think better of it. I feel heat rise to my cheeks. Am I really doing this?

“Sure,” he says.

I take a tiny tentative step toward him, and he eyes me with a mixture of confusion and perhaps a little trepidation.

He takes a quick breath. “What are you doing?”

Do I go for honesty? Or do I just ask him?

“If I asked you to kiss me for . . . for a reason,” I say, deciding not to explain. It would take too long, and time is of the essence. “Would you?”

“Kiss you?”

His tone sounds surprised, which under the circumstances is expected. What I notice, and what also pushes me forward, is the lack of disgust in his voice. There’s no ew, gross, never vibes coming from him. Because apparently, in my head, Graham is still a teenager.

I inch even closer, placing my hands on his broad chest. This one act is so brazen for me that I almost turn and run.

I don’t, though. I swallow hard and look up at the man I’m currently in the supply room with. It’s Graham. I know him. Sort of. We go way back. Sort of. We do go way back, except I hardly know anything about him. Even back then I didn’t.

“Why?” he finally asks me.

Why? Right now, I have no idea. I’m stuck on the fact that he didn’t say no.

I lick my lips as he turns his head away from me, and I catch what seems like a pained look. His throat bobs.

“I was—” I stop myself, trying to think of the words. “Issued a challenge.”

He looks back at me. “What kind of challenge? To kiss someone in the supply room?”

“Not exactly.”

He reaches up and runs a hand down his face; it’s an exasperated move, like he doesn’t know what to do with me. But there’s no repulsion there, no aversion.

“It’s just a favor, no strings attached,” I assure him. “It goes no further than this.”

Graham places his hands on my shoulders and I think, This is it. I’m actually going to do this. I look up into his eyes, watching for a signal from him for what to do next, since I honestly have no idea. When it comes to romantic escapades and the opposite sex, let’s just say I don’t have all that much experience.

He looks at me, his eyes intent, but in the next second he’s looking away. “This . . . is a bad idea,” he says, and my stomach turns.

“Graham, it’s just a kiss,” I say, now feeling irritated that he thinks this is a bad idea. It is, all around. I 100 percent agree. But it’s also not that big of a deal. I bet he’s kissed lots of med students in supply rooms. Maybe Grey’s Anatomy is accurate, but just not at this hospital.

“Thank of it as a favor for an old friend,” I say. I’m in too deep. I’m not giving up now.

His right eyebrow lifts up, just slightly. “Are we friends?”

“Of course,” I say. I’m not entirely sure that’s what’s happening here. But it could be. We could be friends.

“Lucy, I—”

The rattling of the door handle stops him from saying whatever he was going to say, and both of our eyes snap toward it.

“This stupid thing,” a muffled voice says, and dread instantly flows through my body, from my head to my feet. I’d know that voice anywhere; it haunts my nightmares, in fact.

Evie. Of all the people who’d try to get into this closet right now, why did it have to be her?

The door handle rattles again.

Graham curses under his breath. My eyes go wide, not at his words but because I’d been thinking the same ones. This is bad. This is very bad.

“Can we hide?” I ask quietly, looking around the space. It only takes a second to see that there’s no place to go. We’re sitting ducks.

“This piece of crap,” Evie says, and the handle rattles some more. Getting caught fraternizing is not good, but getting caught by Evie would be even worse. Super-duper, terribly, horribly bad. I could lose my job. In my experience, her bark is worse than her bite, but I just know she wouldn’t overlook this.

“Got any ideas?” I ask Graham.

He shakes his head. “We could tell her the truth?”

“The truth?” I whisper harshly.

“The otoscope?”

I think about that. “No way—we’ve taken too long to open the door. She’ll suspect things.”

Anyone would—we’ve all watched Grey’s Anatomy.

The handle finally clicks and the door starts to open.

This is happening. Okay, I need an idea, fast. Something comes to me, and I look to Graham.

“Follow my lead,” I say, immediately putting my face in my hands.

I’m not the worst actress, but I’m not the best either. However, I’m about to put on the show of a lifetime and act like my life depends on it right now, because it kind of does. Well, my job does.

“What’s going on in here?” I hear Evie say, her tone full of suspicion.

Here goes nothing. I make a grand effort of sniffling and breathing heavily into my palms.

“Nothing, Evie,” I say, my voice muffled, which hopefully adds to the effect. I shake my shoulders as if I’m sobbing. I pray that it looks real.

I don’t know what kind of look Evie is giving us right now, but Graham has finally picked up on where I’m going with this, and I feel him place a hand on my shoulder.

“She’s just having a bad moment,” he says, his voice sounding full of concern. It’s kind of impressive. He just hopped right into this.

“Oh,” Evie says.

I knew she’d respond this way. Nothing—besides rodents, apparently—makes Evie more discombobulated than having to offer someone comfort. Which, I know, seems like not the best quality in a nurse. But she’s made it work. If a patient needs some TLC, she’ll immediately put someone else on the task. She’s a master at delegation.

I sniffle. I’ve been trying this entire time to make my eyes form tears, but it’s not happening. My acting abilities extend only so far. So, I stand up straight, keeping my face mostly covered, just moving a couple of fingers ever so slightly apart so I can see where I’m going. And that’s how I walk out of the supply room.
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Lucy

Afterward

Tuesday, January 2, 9:05 a.m.

From PlainJane2 to GothamGuardian5:

Do you know what’s worse than falling down the stairs? Tripping up them. Because when you fall downstairs, it hurts and people are concerned. But when you trip up them, it hurts, and people typically find it funny.

Yesterday was like tripping up the stairs.

From GothamGuardian5 to PlainJane2:

Maybe Shake It Off is a better theme song today? I think I’ll make it mine. If it makes you feel any better, mine was more of a fall down the stairs kind of day.

“YOU CAN KEEP YOUR RED coat,” I say to Morgan over the phone the next day. It’s just before three in the afternoon, she’s just finished with school, and I’m in the parking lot of the hospital about to go on shift.

“I got your text earlier, but I couldn’t call you back,” she replies. “I’ve been wanting to call you all day. What happened?”

I sent her a text as soon as I woke up this morning, which after a night of tossing and turning as my brain kept replaying yesterday’s events in my head, was at nearly ten.

The text only said: The year of Lucy lasted one day.

“What happened is I completely embarrassed myself trying to do something out of character.” I lean forward dramatically, my forehead landing on the steering wheel.

“But, Lucy, I’m so proud of you for trying,” she says, her voice excited.

“Well, I’m done with that. I’m going back to my boring life.”

“Tell me everything,” she demands.

I sit up, throw my head back on the headrest, and let out a long, humiliated sigh. “So Graham and I were talking yesterday.”

“The hot doctor? Dr. Shack-me-up-well?” Morgan asks.

“Yes, that one.” Morgan and I have been friends since college, so she’s never met Graham, but I explained the whole backstory when he started working at the hospital. She was there when Kyle warned me about him.

“And anyway, we ended up in the supply room.”

“SHUT YOUR DIRTY MOUTH,” she yells into the phone, and I think it’s definitely going to contribute to hearing loss in my old age. It was so loud. I hope for her sake no one was around her to hear her outburst.

“What happened? Did you kiss? Tell me you kissed. You were in the supply room? Wait, how did you get him to go in the supply room? I thought you said that didn’t happen in real life?”

“Oh my gosh, please take a breath,” I say, genuinely worried about the amount of oxygen she’s taking in. I didn’t think she’d really need to be sitting down for this, but now I feel like I should have said something.

I hear her take a big inhale and exhale. “Okay. Now tell me.”

“We took our lunch break together.”

“Mm-hmm, mm-hmm. I’m loving this already.”

“It was just lunch,” I say. “We were catching up. It’s been a while.”

“Got it.”

“So, on the way back, Graham needed to get something from the supply room, so I helped him find it.”

“It’s like something from a movie,” she says, her voice wistful.

“Yes, a horror one,” I say.

“So what happened?”

I stall because this is the part I don’t want to say out loud, feeling my cheeks heat up as I recall what happened. I think back to yesterday, how I put my hands on his chest, how forward I was, and then Evie showed up, and I sort of would like to . . . I don’t know . . . drive to a new town and assume a different identity. I just want to run away.

I can’t, though, because as soon as I finish this call, I have to walk into the hospital and see him again. Why do we have to work the same shift again today? It’s like adding insult to injury. The thought feels about as enjoyable as attempting to start an IV on someone with tiny veins.

I thought about calling in sick. I’ve never once done it and today felt like a good day to start. But I talked myself out of it.

“Tell me!” Morgan says, impatient as always.

“So,” I reluctantly continue. “Then I remembered your challenge and I thought maybe I could get him to kiss me.”

“You did not,” she says, sounding like a woman possessed. Like she might explode at any moment. “So did he?”

“No,” I say. “We nearly got caught.”

“What?”

“By Evie.”

“That flat root beer!” she exclaims.

“That was a good one,” I say, my voice sad and expressionless even though I liked the insult and will probably use it later.

“How did you get out of it?”

I slump down in my seat. “I pretended like I was crying.”

“And she bought it?” Morgan knows my acting skills are subpar.

“It’s her kryptonite. She can’t handle feelings.”

“This is all Evie’s fault,” she says.

I shake my head even though she can’t see me. “No, it wasn’t going well before she interrupted. He was . . . hesitant.” Something akin to nausea moves through my stomach. I want to bury this and never think about it again.

“I thought you said he was a man whore.”

“He is . . . or he was. I don’t know. Let’s just say he didn’t seem that into it.” I groan. “And now I have to work an entire shift with him.” It would have been nice to not have him there today so I could live my freaking life. Now I’ll have to communicate with him.

“Aw, Luce. That sucks,” she says. “But can I just say how impressed I am by you?”

“I gave it a good try.”

“You did,” she says. “The whole thing was totally out of character. So it counts.”

“I’m glad, because it was my first and last challenge.” Goodbye, red coat. I’ll dream of you.

Morgan scoffs. “No way, Lucy. I’m the boss of you, remember? And as your boss, I say you are going to keep going.”

I let my head hang, making raspberries as I exhale. “I’m done, for real, Morgan.”

“No way, you have to try again. You know, like get back up on the block. Dive into the deep end. Take the plunge.”

“How dare you use swimming metaphors on me.”

“Come on, Lucy. I worked hard on that list. Just try for one more day.”

I let out a long, frustrated breath. “Fine. But if this one goes horribly wrong, I will never speak to you again.”

“I accept that.”

“You only accept that because you know I won’t actually do it.” I could never not speak to Morgan. She’s my emotional support person.

“Exactly,” she says.

I look out the window of my Honda Civic. It’s a gray day, with some menacing clouds in the sky. The hospital looks sort of like a prison in this light. Today it kind of feels like one.

Parked one row over is Graham’s black BMW. Is it wrong that I wish he’d come down with a terrible stomach bug? Or a painful rash on his butt that would require calling in today?

“Remind me what the challenge is today,” I say. She’d sent it to me last night, but I didn’t bother to remember it because I hadn’t planned to continue this experiment of hers.

“Today is easy,” she says. “All you have to do is pinch Dr. Shackwell’s butt.”

“That was not today’s. And I’m pretty sure HR would have a problem with that.”

She clears her throat. “I’m pretty sure they wouldn’t approve of the supply room either.”

“I hate you.”

“You love me.”

I do. I actually adore Morgan. As someone who didn’t grow up with any sisters, she’s filled the role perfectly. Maybe a little too perfectly.

“Fine,” she says. “Today all you have to do is try a different kind of food. My gosh, that sounds so boring now.”

“I’m all for boring. I’m a big fan. In fact, make them all boring.”

“I know you like boring,” she says. “That’s why we’re doing this. Now off with you. Go eat something exotic.”

“I guess I’ll have to see what DoorDash has to offer.” Now that I’m back in this thing, I’ll have to get creative since I’ll be at work for the next eight hours. With Graham. Oh gosh.

“Good luck.”

[image: ]


“WELL, I’M OUT OF HERE,” Dr. Monroe says, setting her laptop down on the counter that lines the nurses’ station. She reaches up and pushes back some of the dark-brown hair that’s fallen in her face. She’s got on navy-blue scrubs, and her white coat looks like it has some dried blood on it. Either that, or it’s chocolate. It’s hard to tell the difference sometimes.

“Lucky,” I say. It’s not a platitude—I really mean it. I would also like to be out of here. I’m usually not like this; I love my job. But this place is giving me the ick today.

Calista Monroe started working at the hospital the week before Thanksgiving. She’s a bit of a legend in this town due to all her former exploits. Especially at the high school. She once put beef bouillon cubes in the showerheads of the boys’ locker room. That was years before I went there, but I swear you could still smell remnants of it.

I’ve developed sort of a girl crush on her. She’s all the things I’m not. The woman recently helped someone deliver a baby in the middle of an intersection, for heaven’s sake. I’m pretty sure if she tried to kiss someone in the supply room, it would have gone better than it did for me.

She also intimidates me a little. When she first started here, we were talking about dating and I told her I was on a man detox. Why would I say that? I just felt so dumb—so naive—telling her, the town legend, I haven’t been on a proper date in a decade, unless you’re counting Mason, the New Year’s Eve ditcher, which I’m not. That burnt piece of toast.

“Have fun with Dr. Shackwell,” she says, and then gives me a wink.

“What do you mean?” I ask, wondering why she added the wink and suddenly nervous she’d heard something. But what could she have possibly heard? Graham wouldn’t say anything. He hardly talks to anyone. Evie has probably already forgotten about it (if my fervent prayers were answered). She’s not on tonight, thank goodness.

Calista blinks and wrinkles her nose. “Nothing. I just figured you wouldn’t have any fun with him.”

Oh, right. The staff all think Graham is a stick-in-the-mud. And honestly, he’s been giving off that vibe since he started here. He never used to be that way. Not when we were younger. Back then he was the kind of guy who would turn my parents’ backyard into one giant Slip ‘n Slide using tarps and sprinklers. So many of the fun things I did as a kid were because of Graham and Kyle and their antics.

Since he’s been working here, I’ve only seen a very stern and reserved Graham. But yesterday, I saw a different side of him. One I’d forgotten about. It was good, until it wasn’t.

Every time I think about last night and the supply room, part of me dies.

“Oh.” I smile at her. “So true. Too bad you’re not working tonight.”

“As much as I’d love to stay, I’ve got my man to get home to.” She smiles dreamily.

Ah, yes, Tristan Granger. The ex-boyfriend she’s recently reunited with. The man has it bad, and by the look on her face, she does as well.

The woman just oozes cool. I want to hate her, but she’s impossible to hate. She’s so charming, and the patients who come through here have had nothing but good things to say about her.

Not so much with the man walking by us now. Graham, wearing his white coat and traditional blue-green scrubs underneath, his lips in a flat line. I’d read into that, but honestly, he looks like he always does. Super-hot and super unapproachable.

“Dr. Monroe,” he says with a nod toward her. “Price,” he says, giving me the same greeting as he passes by.

Why did it make my stomach do a little tumble when he said my last name? Maybe it’s because I thought that was a yesterday thing, when we sort of bonded over a gerbil. Could it mean he’s over what happened in the supply room? Or what didn’t happen.

Yep, I think another small part of me just died. Maybe it was my spleen.

“He’s a strange one,” Calista says.

“Oh yeah, totally strange,” I agree.

“Have a good night,” she says, picking up her laptop and tucking it under her arm as she walks away.
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AS IT TURNS OUT, TRYING food I’ve never had before is proving difficult. First of all, I live in a mountain town. There are a lot of restaurants here because of all the tourists we get during ski season. However, I also realized that I’ve tried a lot of foods, and I can’t find a single thing I haven’t tried. Not one that delivers, anyway.

“What are you up to, Price?” a deep voice asks, and I look up to see Graham standing on the other side of the counter. My heart jumps while my stomach sinks, and I wonder if I’ll ever feel normal around him again.

“I’m looking for food,” I say, trying to be calm and cool.

He furrows his brow. We’ve been here for three hours, and so far the only words we’ve exchanged have been work related. It’s been a busy afternoon, now evening. It’s felt . . . normal between us. I think we’re both going to pretend last night didn’t happen. I know that’s the route I’ve decided to take. Denial may be considered unhealthy, but it feels really good right now.

“Ordering delivery?” he asks, a head nod toward my phone in my hands with the DoorDash app open.

With Evie off tonight, Pam is in charge, and she doesn’t care about our personal phone usage. In fact, she’s sitting on the other side of the nurses’ station looking at her own phone.

“I’m thinking about it,” I say.

“What are you getting?”

“Why?” I ask. “Do you want in?”

I feel like an idiot when I say that. It feels too soon after last night.

“Maybe,” he says, not skipping a beat. Like this is the kind of conversation we’d have any old night. Like our change in dynamic yesterday didn’t get ruined by my juvenile shenanigans.

“Okay,” I say. “I’m looking for something different. Something I’ve never had before.”

He drops his brows. “Why?”

“Because I’m trying something new.” I don’t want to tell him why I’m doing this because it sounds stupid.

He leans over the counter. “What haven’t you tried?”

“That’s the problem, I can’t think of anything, and there’s not a lot to offer here.” I hold up my phone like it’s some sort of proof.

He pulls out his phone and types something into it. I watch him, wondering if we’re done with this conversation.

He looks at me, the corner of his lips pulled upward, a sort of clever look on his face. “You ever had ají de gallina?”

I shake my head. “I don’t think so.”

“It’s Peruvian. A chicken dish—one of the best things I’ve ever eaten. Want to try it?”

I give him what I’m hoping is my best confused look. “Are you going to whip some up in the break room?”

He swallows, like he wants to say something, but stops himself.

“I can do better than that,” he says after a beat. “A new place just opened off Village Way.”

“Do they DoorDash?”

“No, it’s a family-run thing. They do their own delivery.”

“That’s . . . kind of perfect,” I tell him. “Give me their number and I’ll call them.”

“I got this,” he says, giving me a half smile before walking away.

Pam makes a noise once he’s out of hearing range, and I spin my chair toward her. I’d forgotten she was there.

“What’s up with you and Shack-up-well?” she asks, an impish look on her face. Her auburn hair is pulled up in a bun on top of her head, and she’s wearing a headband covered in lips that matches nicely with her maroon scrubs.

“What do you mean?”

“He’s buying you dinner,” she sing-songs.

“He’s not buying me dinner,” I say, shaking my head. “I’m paying him back.”

“Something going on with you two?” she asks, looking extra curious.

“No,” I say. My brain instantly conjures up the feeling of his hard chest under my hands last night, and I feel a little sick. I think part of my small intestine just died. “It’s just a friendly thing.”

She raises an eyebrow. “Lucky you. I wouldn’t mind getting friendly with him.”

I give her an awkward laugh. “I mean, we’re just friends. Sort of. I’ve known him my whole life. He was my oldest brother’s best friend growing up.”

“Brother’s best friend,” she says, giving me a double eyebrow lift. “That’s my favorite trope.”

“Right,” I say, spinning my chair back around to put an end to this conversation.

Oddly enough, that’s my favorite, too.
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Graham

“OH MY GOSH,” LUCY SAYS after her first bite of ají de gallina. We both took lunch breaks once the delivery arrived, so the food is still nice and warm. “That tastes like heaven in my mouth.”

“It’s good, right?”

We’re sitting in the break room, each with a take-out box full of the chicken dish. It’s creamy with a hint of spice, served over rice with a hard-boiled egg on the side.

“There’s just such an explosion of flavor,” Lucy says.

Come on. I’m trying to be a better man here. But she’s making that difficult. There are too many innuendo-filled things I could say right now. Is she doing this on purpose?

I literally had to stop myself earlier when she asked me if I was going to whip something up in the break room.

I’m being tested. This is a test of my strength. The question is, is thinking it just as bad as saying it? I’m starting to think so. I need to flush it all out of my brain—all the stupid lines full of insinuation that I’ve used so often in the past, making it feel like second nature. A bad habit. What if, at some point, I can’t hold it anymore and I just start spewing them out, like word vomit?

I need to steer clear of Lucy. Especially after yesterday. I know this, and yet part of me—a big part—doesn’t want to stay away. I feel a sense of comfort around her. Maybe it’s the fact that she’s from my past, from a time when life didn’t seem so hard. Sure, I had family issues back then—the same ones I have today, in fact. My dad is still the same lying and cheating jerk he was back then. But even knowing that, it was an easier time. And Lucy reminds me of that.

Old me would have kissed her in the closet. I would have had her pushed up against the shelves, my hand up the back of her scrub top, when Evie walked in. My hesitance is what ended up saving us. That and some interesting acting skills from Lucy.

I’m taking it as a win. It’s progress . . . except for one thing: I wanted to. Pretty badly. I wanted to wrap a hand around the back of her neck and draw her to me. I wanted to dip my head and take her bottom lip into my mouth. It was the nearness of her, her hands on my chest, the way she smelled, that look in her eyes. It’s been a long time since I’ve been that close to a woman.

But we didn’t, and I did hesitate, and so I’m going to focus on that as a good thing. Even if things were awkward the rest of the night. Lucy would hardly look at me, even when we were in patient rooms together. When she gave me stats, it was stiff and robotic, with very little eye contact. I wanted to talk to her, to say it was no big deal, to get us back to . . . whatever was happening between us. I think it might be friendship.

It’s been so long since I’ve had a real friend, and I don’t think I’ve ever had one that’s a woman.

Could I forge a friendship with Lucy? Last night excluded, we did seem to have a good thing going. The start of something, maybe. Or it could have been a fluke. Maybe, if offered, Lucy wouldn’t want my friendship. She’s probably heard things about me; I’m sure Kyle has told her some stories.

Why does the thought that she may not want to have a platonic relationship with me make me want to try even more?

Great. Something to tell Gloria.

“Are you going to eat?” She looks at me, holding a forkful of food.

“Yeah,” I say, shaking myself out of my thoughts, picking up my fork, and loading it with some of the creamy, shredded chicken.

“Good call on this place,” she says. “This is the best thing I’ve tasted in a long time.”

I want off this train. Right now.

“What made you want to try something different tonight?” I ask in an attempt to stop her from saying this stuff.

She sets her fork down and leans back in her chair. “If I tell you, you have to promise not to laugh.”

“Okay,” I agree.

“It’s this stupid challenge thing my friend Morgan made for me.”

“A challenge?”

“Yes. For the next month, she’s given me a challenge to do each day.”

I pull my brows inward. “Why? What’s the reasoning?”

“Because she’s a burnt marshmallow, that’s why.”

“I like burnt marshmallows.”

“I mean like so burnt it’s a carcinogen.”

“Ah,” I say. “So, what’s the reason?”

I lean my fork against the side of the take-out box and sit back in my chair, folding my arms in front of me, my focus on her.

She studies my face for a second, like she’s doing the math on whether she should tell me.

“Remember how I told you about the car accident and losing my scholarship and all that?” she finally says.

I nod, urging her on.

She adjusts herself in her chair, moving her butt out to the edge and then leaning back, her legs stretched out in front of her. This might be a Lucy Price stall tactic.

“I’m waiting, Price,” I say, my voice a tease. I like calling her by her last name. It should feel more professional, instead it feels like the opposite. Something I just do with her.

She lets out a little sigh. “Well, I guess I’ve been sort of . . . stuck since then.”

“Stuck? Like how?”

She bobs her head from side to side. “Just not doing anything aside from working and spending time with family.”

I lift my shoulder and then drop it. “Isn’t that how life goes? We all kind of do that.” I’m doing that now—at least the work part. Old me would be appalled.

“Yeah, but . . . I’m comfortable. Maybe too comfortable.”

“Ah,” I say, understanding. “So, you’re trying to shake things up?”

“I guess,” she says. “It wasn’t my idea. Well, actually it was my idea. But Morgan is the one who ran with it. And now she’s got me doing this silly challenge. Each day something different.”

I stare at my food for a few seconds, taking in her words. They resonate with me. I’ve been feeling stuck too, I guess. Especially since I ditched my old life. All I do is work now. I hadn’t thought of it that way, but I’m in a rut of my own.

“Wait,” I say, something dawning on me. “Yesterday—”

“Yes,” she cuts me off, her cheeks turning a pretty shade of pink.

“That was part of it? The challenge?”

She reaches up and covers her face with both hands. “I thought we were on the same page.”

“What?”

“That we were going to pretend like that didn’t happen.”

“Sorry,” I say through a chuckle. I wasn’t going to bring it up, but now I need to know. “But was it the challenge?”

She nods, her face still buried in her hands. She releases them and looks at me.

“The challenge was to do something out of character,” she says.

“Got it,” I say. “And that was out of character for you?”

“So incredibly much, you have no idea.” She looks away. “If you could maybe put that from your mind, I’d really appreciate it. Just, like, bury it.”

“It’s forgotten,” I say.

She sits up straight, moving toward the edge of her chair, then leans in toward the table, picks up her fork, and starts moving the half-eaten chicken dish around the plate without eating anything.

“But . . . before I wipe it from my brain,” I say. “Those were some commendable acting skills yesterday, with Evie. Very impressive.”

She snickers. “I was pretty impressed with myself, honestly. I’m not the best actress.”

“You could have fooled me,” I say, leaning against the chair’s backrest and placing my hands in my lap.

“What about you?” she says, her eyes approving. “You fell right into step, patting me on the back, going right along with it.”

I nod. “It was easy to follow your lead. You should have seen Evie’s face. She had no idea what to do with you.”

“Evie,” she says, and her name sounds like a cuss word on Lucy’s lips. “That icing-less cupcake.”

“Good one,” I say.

“Thanks,” she says. “She’s an icing-less cupcake who’s not good with handling . . . feelings. Like, at all. I knew that, which is why I went with that angle.”

“She really is bad at that,” I say, recalling last month when she had to walk out of a patient room because the woman was crying from the abdominal pain she was in, and Evie didn’t know what to do.

“The worst.”

“Well, your thinking-on-your-toes skills are admirable.”

She smiles at me, and I smile back. It’s a good feeling, sitting here talking with Lucy. A great feeling, actually. I don’t know if I’ve ever had a conversation with someone of the opposite sex this long where we just . . . talked. I like it.

“Okay,” I make an act of pretending to zip my lips. “We’ll never speak of it again.”

“Thank you,” she says.

“So this list—”

“No,” she says, loudly, cutting me off, holding a palm out toward me, the universal sign for stop.

“Wait—that’s part of the deal too? We can’t talk about it?”

“Yes, you must pretend like you know none of it.”

“I’m curious, though. I want to know what else is on it.”

Lucy scrunches her face. “You do?”

“Yeah,” I say. “What else is your friend challenging you to do? Unless it’s too personal?”

“Nothing too personal,” she says. “At least not the examples she shared when tricking me into this whole thing.”

“So today’s was . . . what? Eat some kind of foreign food?”

“Close,” she says, looking at me. “Today was try a different kind of food.”

“Why that one? Do you eat the same things all the time?”

She lifts a shoulder. “Not really. Honestly, I’m wondering if she got some of this list from Google.”

“What’s tomorrow?”

“I don’t know. I won’t find out until the morning. That is, if I keep doing it.”

“You should,” I say.

She tucks her chin, giving me a questioning look. “And why do you think that?”

“You said so yourself. You’ve been feeling stuck,” I tell her. “I get it. I’ve been feeling that way myself.”

“Um, you work three jobs,” she says on a laugh.

“True,” I agree. “But that’s all I do.”

“Really? Don’t you . . .” She stops herself, looking to the side as if she’s trying to come up with the right words. “Have, like, a . . . social life?”

Ah. So, she’s heard. I’m not surprised. Her brother used to be my closest friend, after all. And word gets around in a smaller town.

Unfortunately, superficial relationships were a thing I did for a long time. So long that I’m surprised I haven’t run into someone at the hospital that I hooked up with, even though most of my flings were tourists. It was easier that way—there was little chance of running into them again. Little chance of someone trying to start something up. Still, I haven’t met everyone who works here at the hospital since I mostly stay in the ER, so it’s a possibility there’s someone. Old me was not a great guy in many ways. But that’s why I’m in therapy. That’s why I’m trying to change.

I shake my head. “Not so much anymore,” I say, honestly. “Work is pretty much my life.”

This is the truth. Going to work is basically all I do now.

This whole challenge thing intrigues me. It also sounds like something I wouldn’t mind doing. Maybe I could make one for myself. Or maybe . . .

I watch her as she fidgets with the corner of her scrub top, her thumb running over the stitching.

“Should I do it too?” I ask her.

Lucy looks at me, her expression confused. “Do what?”

“The challenge thing,” I say.

“Sure,” she says. “Why not.”

“I’m being serious,” I say, recognizing by her tone and facial expression that she doesn’t think I’m being earnest here. “We could do it together.”

Lucy looks taken aback by that. “Together?”

“Why not? Your friend already has the list. I could make one of my own, or—” I pause, a thought coming to me. “We could make it more interesting. Like a competition.”

“How would we do that?”

“Whoever does it best,” I say.

“So, like, we keep points or something?”

“Yeah, and the winner gets . . .” I stop to think about it.

“The winner gets to pick scrubs for the loser, and they have to wear them for a full week.” She smiles deviously.

There’s a fire in Lucy’s eyes now, something I’ve never seen from her before, almost like the thought of making this into a competition has just ramped up her desire to do it.

I hold out my hand to shake hers. “You’re on.”
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Lucy

Wednesday, January 3, 10:23 a.m.

From GothamGuardian5 to PlainJane2:

Question: Would you rather swim at night knowing a shark could be nearby or spend the night in a house you were told was haunted?

I hope your day is better than yesterday. Maybe stay away from stairs?

From PlainJane2 to GothamGuardian5:

The day did get better, surprisingly. Thanks for asking.

Where are you getting these questions? I’m irrationally scared of sharks. I say irrationally because I’ve never been around one. I blame Shark Week. Having said that, I also hate ghosts. I blame that one on my siblings, who used to make me watch scary movies with them well before I was even close to an appropriate age for that kind of thing. I guess if I had to choose, I’d pick the haunted house.

I don’t know you, but I’m going to guess and say that you’d pick sharks. Tell me I’m right.

TODAY’S CHALLENGE FROM MORGAN IS to have a conversation with a stranger. She specified it had to be a real chat, and I couldn’t count all the strangers that come through the ER. Apparently when did your symptoms first start does not a conversation make.

Joke’s on her, though, because I’m off today. So I don’t even have that option. Actually, the joke’s really on me because I’m home in my adorable condo, lying on my cute pink couch, it’s snowing, and I don’t want to go anywhere.

Does talking to GothamGuardian5 count? Because he’s basically a stranger. Our conversations haven’t moved on from the questions we pose to one another. Which is fine by me. I’m not interested in actually meeting him in real life, and I get the idea he’s not interested in being too personal. Especially since we both marked looking for friendship on our profiles. Maybe he’s a hermit who never leaves the house. Maybe he lives in his parents’ basement and plays video games. It doesn’t matter, really. Our daily back-and-forth, though it’s only been going on for a little over a week, has become something I look forward to.

I also find I’m looking forward to spending time with Graham. Which is just a simple, friendly thing. But yesterday was great. The fact that he was willing to let the trying-to-kiss-him-in-the-supply-closet faux pas go meant a lot to me.

I wonder if I’ll ever be able to think about that without feeling like I swallowed a roller coaster. Probably not.

I didn’t tell Morgan about Graham wanting to do the challenges with me. First of all, I know she’d read into it. She’d get stars in her eyes and tell me that this is all meant to be or some nonsense like that. She’d make this burgeoning thing between Graham and me into a huge over-the-top thing. Then she’d start making the challenges more romantic. Texting me to make out in the hospital elevator or on a patient bed. All inspired by Grey’s Anatomy, of course. I’ve already told her Aspen Lake General is a small hospital, which means no doctors’ lounges with bunk beds. She was very disappointed.

It’s clear Graham doesn’t have any interest in me. The guy won’t even so much as flirt with me. He hasn’t even made a suggestive comment once, and I gave him plenty of opportunity yesterday, especially after watching him struggle when I asked him if he was going to whip up something in the kitchen. I thought I had him when I said there’s such an explosion of flavor. I literally led the horse to water and he did not partake. Which is interesting. A true player, if the rumors I’ve heard about Graham are correct, wouldn’t let those opportunities pass by.

Graham wanting to do the challenges with me was . . . strange. But in a good way. It’s made it that much more enticing, adding some competition to it. I do love a competition. And he jumped right in, catching up with the first two challenges last night.

For something out of character, he broke out into a dance in front of the nurses’ station with no music. It surprised both Pam and me, and annoyingly, the guy can dance. He still looked like an idiot dancing like that out of nowhere, and Pam was very confused by the whole thing. The best part was when one of the techs came in and saw him and then just turned and walked back the other way.

“He does this sometimes to let off steam,” I said to Pam, making an excuse for him once he was finished with his challenge.

“Dancing is my passion,” Graham added, a serious look on his face before he walked into a patient room.

The food challenge was more difficult, since all we had was leftover Peruvian food and the vending machine in the break room. So I made him a concoction that, if I think about it right now, makes my stomach churn. It was a Dorito, topped with gummy worms, and then smothered with the leftover creamy chicken dish. And just for fun, we crushed an Oreo and sprinkled it on top. He nearly gagged, and my own gag reflexes were activated just watching him eat it.

My phone rings, and I roll to the side to grab it off the oval coffee table my mom gave me after I moved in. It’s an older one that she’d had in the basement for a while, and there’s a cup stain she claims was me, but I maintain was Ryan. He never followed the coaster rule.

I pick it up to see the name Dr. Graham Shackwell on my screen. That’s how I put his name in my phone when we exchanged numbers last night.

“Hello,” I say after I hit the answer button.

“What are you up to?” he asks, jumping right in, no greeting whatsoever.

“Oh, just online looking for the scrubs you’ll be wearing when I win. I just found some fantastic pink ones with unicorns, and they come in your size.” I’m embracing my competitive nature and letting my flag fly freely.

“Don’t get ahead of yourself, Price. I’ve already done today’s challenge,” he says. His voice is quiet, like he’s purposefully keeping it down. I can hear chatter and laughter in the background. He’s at the clinic today.

“Already?” I’d sent him the challenge only an hour ago. How did he do it so fast? “You moldy sandwich.”

“Yep, a very nice older woman and I had a lovely conversation at a coffee shop next door to the clinic.”

“Oh, really?”

“Her name is Barbara and she told me all about how she met her husband, Dennis. They met at a music festival in the late fifties. She said they were hippies and did a lot of drugs.”

“Well, that’s . . . interesting.” And feels a little like an overshare, which means Graham must have given off a very approachable vibe. That doesn’t seem like him. Or, she’s just one of those people who talk.

“They have three children and four grandchildren,” he continues. “She’s a retired boudoir photographer.”

“You’re making this up.”

He chuckles. “I’m not, I swear. She offered to come out of retirement for me.”

“Hitting it off with the retirees, are we?”

“When she found out I was a doctor, she had me look at a mole on her hip.”

“Wait, she showed it to you in the coffee shop?”

“Yeah. It wouldn’t be the first time, or the worst.”

I laugh. “I’m going to need to hear these stories,” I say. Not that I don’t have a few of my own. Like the time the grocery store clerk asked me if he should be worried about the color of his snot. Then he showed me. It was in a wadded-up tissue.

“So, how did you do?”

“I haven’t done mine yet,” I say.

“Really,” he says, drawing out the word. “Does that mean I’ve won because I did mine already?”

“No. We never said that was part of the rules.”

“Have we even established rules?” he asks.

“We probably should,” I say.

“Well, rules or not, I don’t know how you’re going to beat Mole Lady,” he says.

I scoff. “Of course I will.” I have no idea how I’ll do it, but that competitive feeling is churning in my belly, ready to take on the world. Except it’s cold outside in my world, and I’m wearing fuzzy slippers.

“We’ll see. Gotta go; my next patient’s here.”

We hang up, and a few seconds later my phone dings with a text from Graham. I open it and see it’s a picture of him and a cute, older woman with a gray bob and blue eyes. He’s got his arm around her like they’re best friends, and they’re both smiling.

I get up from the couch. I’ve got some stranger meeting to do.
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Graham

I’M A MAN OBSESSED.

Last night Lucy sent me the challenge: learn a new skill. We’re limited on time, since these are daily, so she googled something that would be fairly simple to pick up, and we chose learning to crochet a chain stitch.

Since we’ve turned this into a competition, we’ve established some rules: no external help, and a designated judge, since both of us thought we did the better job yesterday talking to a stranger, and neither of us would relent, so we had to flip a coin. It was heads, which meant the point went to me. Lucy was not happy. She warned me she’s competitive, but so am I.

Lucy did a commendable job with yesterday’s task, though. I’ll admit that now. She struck up a conversation with the butcher at the supermarket, and he ended up hooking her up with some steaks. All I got was a hug from Barbara. And, of course, an offer for some boudoir pictures. So, I guess I got some benefit as well. I would say steak is more my style, but I’ve never tried a boudoir shoot. Not that I’m planning on taking Barabara up on that.

So, to get myself ready for today’s challenge, I watched some YouTube videos this morning, and before heading to work at the spa, I ran to the craft store and bought a crochet hook and some dark-green yarn, with the help of a woman named Linda. She tried to offer me tips, but I turned her down, since we’re not supposed to be getting any help.

I’m a man of my word. Well, new me is. Old me was . . . not.

Currently I’m in the on-shift doctor’s office at Aspen Lake General, crocheting yarn into a perfect row. Yes, I’ve done it at least ten times. Yes, it was harder than I expected. Yes, I learned that if you keep working with the same piece of yarn, it will start to fray and make your chains look sloppy.

The crazy part is I kind of like it. I want to learn more and . . . I don’t know . . . make myself a scarf or something. It could be my new hobby. It’s cathartic, and I feel like it’s given my brain a much-needed break. I’ve been here for four hours and things just now slowed down in the ER.

I hear a knock on my door just before it opens, and Evie peeks her head inside. “Dr. Shackwell—oh, not you too,” she says, her eyes on the crochet hook in my right hand, the chain I’ve been working on in the other.

She opens the door wider, placing a hand on her hip. “What’s going on around here? Why is everyone knitting? I just caught Lucy in the nurses’ station.”

“It’s crocheting, actually. And it’s just Lucy and me.”

She stares at me, her nostrils flaring. “Why?”

“It’s . . . a little friendly competition.”

She shakes her head. “Well, like Lucy, you’ve got a job to do. You’re needed in room seven. Labs are back.” She turns and walks away.

“I’ll be right there,” I call after her before gingerly setting my work on the desk. Earlier, I haphazardly put it down and watched as the hook fell and all my work came unraveled. That was a bigger bummer than I’d anticipated.

I get up out of my chair, grab my stethoscope and place it around my neck. Then I walk out of the office, picking at some green yarn fibers that had attached themselves to my white coat. A side effect of the trade, I guess.

Walking by the nurses’ station, I see Lucy not crocheting, but working on the computer in front of her. Her scrubs are a royal-blue color today, and she’s got her hair pulled back with a thick headband with matching snowflakes printed on it.

“Price,” I say her name, by way of greeting.

“Dr. Shackwell,” she says, her fingers forming a subtle V shape near her eyes, which she then directs at me—the universal signal for I’m watching you.

I give her a bring it on head nod.

I smile to myself before walking into room number seven.
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“WE CAN’T JUDGE THESE OURSELVES,” Lucy says as we stand in the nurses’ station, both of our works sitting on the desktop.

My perfectly chained green row is lying next to her gray one. But Lucy added two more rows to hers, the overachiever.

“Should we ask Evie?” she says, a joking smile on her face.

“Ask me what?” Evie says, and we both turn to see her walking up behind us.

Lucy looks to me, and I give her a shrug that says, Why not.

She turns to Evie. “In your opinion, which one of these is better?”

Evie eyes our work, a pinched look on her face. “I have no idea; they both look like crap.”

I feel my hackles rise. I’m oddly defensive of my crocheted row of chains. What a rusty crochet hook Evie is.

Great. I’m making Lucy-esque insults with a crochet theme. Who even am I?

“But don’t you think the gray one looks like the beginning of something?” Lucy asks, pointing to her work.

“Hey,” I say to her. “No trying to sway the judge.”

Evie looks at me and then at Lucy. “What’s wrong with you two?”

Before I can say anything, she stomps off, shaking her head and mumbling to herself as she goes.

“I think it’s time to bring out the fake mouse,” Lucy says, scowling in Evie’s direction.

“So, what now? Are we going to have to flip a coin again?” I ask.

Lucy sighs, looking to me. “No, I know someone who’ll do it,” she says like she’s not happy about the idea.

“Who?”

“Morgan,” she says.

“Your friend?”

“Yes. The person who started all this.” She waves a hand at our crocheting efforts. “It’ll take me a minute. Meet me in the break room in thirty.”

Thirty minutes later we have our crochet goods on the table, and Lucy’s friend Morgan—a tiny thing with shoulder-length brown hair—is bent over inspecting them.

“I can’t believe she’s doing this in person,” I whisper to Lucy. We’re standing side by side, just behind our judge. I’d figured we’d just send her pictures.

“She’s very dedicated to the cause, unfortunately,” Lucy says. “Also, she lives nearby.”

“She’s thorough. I like it,” I say.

Lucy lets out a breath. “Just know that now she knows you’re doing this too, she’s going to be a pain in the butt.”

“How so?”

“It would take me too long to explain. Just trust me.”

Morgan stands up, a very serious look on her face. “After a careful study, I’m going to have to go with the one on the left,” she says.

“Yes!” I exclaim, throwing a fist in the air.

“What?” Lucy says. “You can’t be serious. I did more than one row on mine.” She points to the gray one.

“Yeah, but yours looks sloppy,” Morgan says.

“What do you know about crocheting?” Lucy asks, looking way too perturbed over some linked-together yarn.

Morgan lifts a shoulder, undeterred. “I know what’s good when I see it.”

“Thank you for your help, Morgan,” I say, picking up my work and feeling triumphant over my row. It might look like a worm right now, but it could be the beginning of something. A scarf? A blanket? A sweater? The possibilities are endless.

Never did I think I could be so excited by yarn. Seriously, who am I?

“Happy to help,” Morgan says. “What’s the score, then?” She looks from me to Lucy and back again.

“I think we agreed to start today because we needed a third party to judge.”

“Well, good. Graham has one point and Lucy has zero.” She holds her hand up, making the shape of an O with it.

“I think I’ve decided we need a new judge,” Lucy says, still looking annoyed she didn’t win.

“Wrong,” Morgan says. “This is my challenge; it’s only right.”

Lucy makes a gargling sound in her throat.

“She warned you that she gets like this, right?” Morgan asks, turning toward me.

“The competitive thing?” I ask. “She mentioned it.”

“Well good, because this is actually not too bad.” She waves a hand in Lucy’s direction.

“Shut up,” Lucy says, a scowl on her face.

“She’s been known to turn over board games when she’s not winning.”

“Monopoly is a very frustrating game,” says Lucy.

“She also got into a wrestling match with my fiancé over Phase 10.”

“The . . . card game?” I ask, confused.

“Ryan is a cheater,” Lucy says.

“Wait, your brother Ryan?” I ask, and Lucy gives me a nod. I turn to Morgan. “You’re engaged to Ryan?”

Morgan smiles. “I sure am.”

“Little Barky is getting married?”

“He’s not so little anymore,” Lucy says. “And don’t call him Barky when you see him. He doesn’t like it.”

Kyle and I gave him the nickname because for a while, when he was a little guy, he went through a phase of communicating by only barking. In hindsight, we could have been more creative with the name. But it stuck.

For every time Lucy used to bother Kyle and me, Ryan did it ten times more. I got used to him being our little shadow whenever I hung out at the Prices’ house. Which was most of the time. My home was tumultuous most days. Having no siblings, getting to be part of a big family and experiencing that dynamic was something I needed—something I craved, really. Kyle’s parents were what I always thought parents should be like. They seemed like they loved each other, not like mine, who spent most of my childhood fighting. And most of my adulthood, really. I don’t know why they’re still together.

“I can’t believe Ryan’s getting married,” I mutter, a rush of nostalgia and a hint of sadness sweeping over me. I’ve missed so much of the lives of a family who meant everything to me when I was younger. How did I let that relationship slip away? I know the answer to that: Kyle grew up, and I . . . well, I didn’t. That’s how we grew apart. And then me and my stupid ways made it even worse. I wonder if Kyle still thinks about all that. I hope not.

Morgan smiles at me. “It’s happening this summer, and you’re totally invited. Lucy will need a date, anyway,” she says, holding out a hand toward Lucy.

“Morgan,” Lucy says, her friend’s name sounding like a warning of sorts.

“Lucy,” Morgan says, handing the tone right back.

Lucy gives her friend a hostile expression, and I think I’m starting to understand what she meant about Morgan being a pain about this whole thing. This isn’t a challenge to get the two of us together. Lucy and I are just friends. Nothing more. Do I tell her? Do I explain?

I probably shouldn’t bust that out right now. Besides, if Lucy really did need a date to her brother’s wedding when the time arrives, I could go with her. Friends do that. I’m pretty sure. I think I saw it in a movie once.

It’s crazy that I can decipher complex medical conditions and interpret lab results, but understanding the intricacies of a true friendship eludes me.
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Lucy

Friday, January 5, 9:02 a.m.

From GothamGuardian5 to PlainJane2:

You guessed wrong. I’m also scared of sharks. But I did go snorkeling and saw one, so I guess it’s more warranted.

I freaked out and got out of the water immediately, only to find out it was a nurse shark and posed very little threat to humans. I had nothing to be scared of. Still, the damage is done.

Also, this was five years ago. I was in my late twenties.

From PlainJane2 to GothamGuardian5:

I don’t blame you. I’d be scarred for life. Nurse sharks do bite, though (Shark Week aficionado here), but only when provoked. So your freak-out was warranted.

So haunted houses for both of us it is. **shudders**

JUST LIKE I KNEW SHE would, Morgan has run away with this challenge now that Graham is part of it. Her text this morning wasn’t even subtle.

Morgan: Today’s challenge is to randomly kiss someone you work with

I quickly wrote her back.

Lucy: This is why I wouldn’t let you start a group chat with me and Graham like you offered last night. Because you cannot be trusted

Morgan: Is it wrong that I want my best friend to kiss a hot guy? Because Dr. Shack-me-up-well is fiiiiiiiine

Lucy: Should I show this text thread to my brother?

Morgan: Go ahead. He knows we’re solid

Lucy: What’s the real challenge?

Morgan: Fine. But just know I’m rolling my eyes at you right now. Today you must bake something you’ve never made before

Morgan: Bonus points if you kiss

I sent her back a row of eye-rolling emojis.

After that, I shot a text off to Graham, and since neither of us have baked a cake from scratch before (I’m more of a box cake kind of gal), we decided to try that. I’m going over to his place later tonight after my shift at the hospital and his at the clinic.

Did it feel weird when he invited me over to his place to do the challenge? A little. He did say it was to make sure I didn’t cheat and go buy mine. Which I would never do. I may be competitive, but I don’t stoop to cheating. Ryan does that, not me.

It just feels strange to be going to his place. Almost like it’s too intimate. Even though it’s not. I have no reason to suspect that Graham wants anything more than friendship from me. There hasn’t been the tiniest speck of flirtation between us. Should I be offended by that? Am I not attractive enough to flirt with? Do I want Graham to flirt with me?

“Did those labs come back for room three?” Calista asks. She’s standing outside the nurses’ station, in front of the computer I’ve been working on. We’re near the end of our shift, and I’m ready to get out of here.

“Let me look,” I say, clicking on the file. “Yep, they’re back.”

“Great,” she says, through a yawn.

“Oh,” I say, looking at my screen, my lips turning upward.

“What is it?” Calista asks, peering over the counter as I angle my screen toward her.

“Oh,” she says, echoing me. She smiles. “That poor thing.”

The woman in room three hasn’t been able to keep any food down for days, and now we know why.

“Are you telling her now?” I ask.

“Yes,” she says.

“May I . . . join you?”

“Of course.”

I leave my station and follow her over to room three, where she knocks quietly on the door.

“May I enter?” she asks before going in.

Inside the patient room, a very peaked-looking woman with long brown hair is lying on a bed, an IV in her arm, a dark-green scarf lying next to her on the bed. I only noticed because it looks crocheted and beautifully done. I’m still annoyed I lost that challenge.

Sitting next to her, holding her hand, is a man with blue eyes and a concerned look on his face.

“How are you feeling, Mara?” Calista asks, and I close the door and walk over to the other side of the bed to check her vitals. Both her blood pressure and her heart rate have come down to the normal range.

“Better,” Mara says, and her husband—I believe his name is Noel—nods his head.

“That’s good to hear,” Calista says, going over to the room’s laptop and logging in. “Still nauseated?”

“A little, but not as bad,” she says. “Do you think we can go home tomorrow? We’ve been stuck here waiting out this virus because I’ve been too sick to travel. But I’m ready to get back home.”

“Where’s home?” I ask.

“A small town called Carole Cove,” she says. “If you like Hallmark Christmas movies, then you’d love the vibe.”

“What did the tests say?” asks Noel. It was clear when I checked them in that he was more worried of the two. Mara kept saying she was fine and that this was a waste of time, but according to her husband, she hadn’t been keeping anything down for a couple of days.

“That’s what I’m here to tell you,” Calista says, pulling up Mara’s records and looking over them quickly. “Everything came back negative. It’s not influenza, and your labs look good, except for electrolytes which were low due to dehydration.”

“So, what is it? Food poisoning?” Noel asks.

Mara lets out an exasperated breath. “I told you I didn’t need to come in. I’m totally fine.” She pulls on the collar of her mock-neck sweater. “My gosh, it’s hella hot in here.”

“No, it’s good you came in,” Calista says. “You definitely need the fluids right now because there is one test that came back positive.”

I try to hold back a smile as I anticipate what Calista’s about to drop on this cute couple. I hope it’s good news for them.

“What test?” Mara asks, confusion on her face.

“As it turns out, you’re pregnant,” Calista tells her.

“What?” Noel and Mara say at the same time.

“Are you sure?” Noel asks, now cradling Mara’s hand between both of his.

Mara looks confused. “But . . . but . . . I took a test. It was negative.”

Calista looks at the laptop. “When did you take it?”

Mara looks to Noel. “Like a week ago?”

“Your last period was five weeks ago, correct?” Calista asks, her eyes scanning the screen in front of her.

“Yes, but I just figured my period was late,” Mara says. “That happens sometimes for me. I didn’t bother taking another test.”

“Sometimes tests are negative,” Calista tells her. “But according to your blood test, you are definitely pregnant, and your numbers look good. Congratulations.”

“I’m going to have a baby?” Mara asks Calista, like she can’t believe it.

“You are,” Calista confirms.

My heart goes all aflutter as I see Noel lean in and rest his head on his wife’s arm, his shoulders shaking as he cries. Mara tears up as well as she leans her head on his. It’s the perfect snapshot. My heart does a little lurch. I want this. I want this life. I want what they have.

“I’ll let you finish getting fluids, and then Lucy here can help you get on your way,” Calista says. “I’ll write you a prescription to help with nausea and get you some info on how to manage it. If it keeps up, or gets worse, please see your obstetrician.”

I follow Calista out after Mara and Noel both thank her repeatedly, even though she had nothing to do with it, but I guess she was the bearer of the good news.

“Now that’s what I call a good ending to the day,” Calista says.
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AT JUST AFTER SEVEN, IN my favorite puffy white coat, and carrying a grocery bag half-full of a variety of sprinkles and a couple of round cake pans, I knock on the very tall door of Graham’s house. The air is crisp, with fresh snow on the ground around me. But the driveway and walkway look to be freshly plowed.

From the outside, Graham’s place looks like a good-sized home. Not huge or anything. Less modern than I was expecting and more craftsman style with its white exterior and black trim. A large front porch looks welcoming with its classic columns and matching black rocking chairs.

“Price,” Graham says when he opens the door.

“Dr. Shackwell,” I say in return. He steps aside, and as I enter, the unmistakable scent of new construction surrounds me—the combination of new wood floors and recently painted walls.

“Come on. We’re not at work,” he says, a smirk on his face. “You don’t need to be so formal. You can just call me doctor.”

“Har-har,” I say, mocking him.

I realize what had me feeling strange about coming here, as I walk farther inside his house, Graham trailing behind me. It’s because for the first few challenges, we’ve been at work or on our own.

I haven’t been around Graham in a casual setting in . . . years. I haven’t even seen him in regular clothes until right now. The dark jeans and gray sweater he’s currently sporting are a stark contrast to his scrubs and doctor’s coat. He looks . . . nice. Okay, fine. He looks like a freaking supermodel. He could be a model for a Doctors After Hours calendar.

At least I took the time to actually get ready before coming over. I left my hair down, applied more makeup than I normally do for work, and put on some soft leggings and an oversize taupe crew neck sweater. I didn’t do it in an attempt to get Graham to flirt with me (seriously, though, I’m trying not to be offended that he’s yet to make one suggestive comment)—I did it for myself. I’m in scrubs so often that when I think back about things I’ve done where I most certainly wasn’t in scrubs, that’s all I can picture. Me wearing scrubs skiing down a mountain. Me wearing scrubs boating on the lake. It’s like it’s the only way I can picture myself now.

“So this is your lair,” I say, taking in the clean white walls and the bright lighting.

“A graduation gift from my parents,” he says.

“A house?”

“Only child,” he says, pointing to himself. “They owned the lot already, so they made the down payment on the build-out.” He lets out a breath. “It was a good way to get me to move back here after graduation with a mountain of student debt. Cheap housing.”

“Wow. Well, I got an air fryer when I graduated,” I say, taking in the house as I follow Graham toward the living area. “My parents paid for school, though. So, I guess that was fair.”

I’ve never known what style of house I’d like when I grow up. Which, at twenty-nine, feels like it should have already happened, but I still don’t see myself that way. Houses are just not something I’ve taken time to think about or contemplate on. I’m not one to look through Zillow and see what’s for sale around me, or dream about what my future home might look like.

But Graham’s house feels like it. It’s definitely got a bachelor vibe with all the earthy tones for the furnishings. But the back wall of the living room is covered in shelving and filled with all kinds of books, and in the center is a working fireplace with an intricate wood mantel that casts a warm glow around the room.

I can easily see myself sitting on the brown leather couch, drinking something warm, a book in my hand, feeling content with my life.

I start peeling off my coat, taking in more of the space. Graham lends a hand, helping me slide out of it, holding the back while I slip my arms free. He takes it and drapes my puffy outerwear over the edge of couch.

“You look . . . different,” he says, sounding sort of strained.

“You mean because I’m not in scrubs?”

“I like . . . the top thing . . . the . . . your—”

“Sweater?” I finish for him. He seemed like he was struggling. I guess this casual setting is also weird for him. That makes me feel better. We can be weirded out together.

“Thanks, it’s cozy.” I wrap my arms around myself.

He clears his throat. “Are you ready to bake a cake?”

I stand up a little taller, dropping my hands. “I’m ready to kick your butt,” I say.

He smiles. It’s big and broad. That, coupled with the competitive banter, makes me suddenly feel more comfortable. I may not yet know how to do this whole being casual thing with Graham, but I can do competitive. I know how to do that.

“You better bring your A game, Price,” he says, turning and walking toward the kitchen, which is just beyond the living room.

“Oh, I definitely brought it.”

“I don’t doubt that.”

I follow him into a fairly large kitchen with dark cabinets and contrasting light-colored countertops. The lighting is bright and the appliances are stainless steel. Again, I’d never thought of what my grown-up kitchen would look like, but I think this might be it.

“It’s official,” I say. “I like your house.”

He chuckles. “Thanks, I like it too.”

“But I’m curious.”

“About?”

“How much time do you actually get to spend in this big, beautiful house with all your jobs?” I walk toward the island, which has mixing bowls and various plastic containers of flour and sugar and other supplies for the cakes. I offered to bring more stuff than I did, but he said he had it covered.

“You’d be surprised,” he says with a shrug.

“Even with all the time you spend at the clubs?” I say, doing a little shimmy that I instantly regret. It’s my not-so-subtle way of finding out if the rumors about him are true.

“Oh yeah, there’s so many of those around here,” he says.

Well done, Graham. An answer without actually answering. It’s true, though. Where would a player in the mountain town of Aspen Lake meet people? There are bars, I guess. I have so little experience with any of this.

I want to ask him, but I also . . . don’t want to know. I like to think of Graham as this nice guy who everyone—especially Kyle—has gotten wrong.

“Well,” I say, rubbing my hands together. “Are we going to do this, or what?”

“Let’s do this,” he says.
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NEARLY AN HOUR LATER, OUR cakes are in the oven, and Graham and I are standing on opposite sides of the counter, both breathing heavily, staring at each other to see who will make the next move. Oh, and I’m pretty much covered in flour. It’s all over my sweater and my leggings. And it feels like there might be some in my bra.

It all started when Graham swiped his hand through some flour that had spilled onto the counter and proceeded to wipe it down my face.

Okay, it was actually I who did it to him. But it was in retaliation for him trying to sabotage my cake. Graham gave me the salt when I asked him to pass down the sugar, and I luckily caught it at the last second. After that, the game was on. I tried to subtly pour some extra baking soda in his bowl, which he stopped, and he upped the temperature on one of the double ovens, which I also caught. Neither of us are really on our game tonight, as far as subterfuge goes.

We finally called a truce, got our cakes in ovens with the correct temperatures, and as we were cleaning up, and because he got me last before we called a truce (I like to keep the score even), I saw the spilled flour on the counter and wiped it on his face.

I figured this is Graham’s kitchen—his new kitchen. He wouldn’t be stupid enough to retaliate.

I was wrong.

He grabbed the container of flour, opened it, grabbed a handful, and chased me around the island with it. I was easy to catch because I was laughing so hard, and when he finally did, he grabbed me around the waist with one strong arm as he proceeded to throw the handful on me. Unfortunately, the flour container was close by, and he was able to get more.

I finally squirmed out of his grasp and pushed the container away, and we are currently at a stalemate, standing across the kitchen island from each other, the flour between us.

“You got me way worse than I got you,” I say, my chest heaving from all the laughing and fighting to get away from him. Fortunately, even though I couldn’t get to the container with Graham’s arm around me, some of the flour on me transferred to him, so now his dark-gray sweater has some nice, big white spots on it. I feel like this is a small win.

“You started it,” he says.

“No, you started it when you gave me the salt,” I say.

“I’m still mad that didn’t work.”

I look at the containers of baking supplies down the counter and realize that the container holding the salt looks an awful lot like the one holding the sugar.

My mouth drops open. “Dr. Shackwell, did you buy identical containers on purpose so you could try to ruin my cake?”

“Of course not,” he says, but I can see the evil sparkle in his eyes.

“You did,” I say, not believing him for a second.

His lips pull up into a wide, award-winning smile. Graham is handsome, for sure. With those bright-blue eyes and that scruff of hair along his jaw. But when he smiles . . . watch out. It’s probably a good thing he does it so little at work. He’d probably have even more people propositioning him in the supply room.

“You totally did,” I say.

“Maybe I did,” he says with a shrug.

“You are in so much trouble,” I say, lunging for the flour container, but Graham beats me to it, swiftly grabbing it. Reacting on pure instinct and fueled by the adrenaline pumping through me, even I’m surprised when I hoist myself onto the island counter and slide over to his side. Whether it’s the rush of adrenaline or Graham being momentarily caught off guard, I manage to catch up to him. Reaching for the open container of flour in his arms, determined to turn the tables, I grab for the corner, breaking it free from his grip, but not gaining full control. The container slips, landing with a thud, flour exploding and covering both of us in a white cloud.

I sputter, coughing because some got in my mouth. I look up to see Graham, the front of him covered in the fine white powder, as he swipes a hand down his face, and I start laughing. It’s one of those laughs that erupts from deep within, uncontrollable and infectious and taking on a life of its own. Tears are running down my face, I’m gasping for breath, and the more I try to stifle it, the worse it gets.

Graham is laughing too. The guttural sounds coming from him as he, too, struggles to catch a breath make it even harder for me to stop.

“Ya-ya-ya-you,” I wheeze, unable to say more than that since I can’t catch my breath. I point at the flour in his hair, and the laughter starts up again, both of us doubled over.

The timer on the oven goes off, and that’s what finally gets the laughter to slow.

Not to be thwarted—I’ve got a cake competition to win, after all—I run to the oven, leaving a trail of flour with every step, Graham right behind me.

While our cakes cool, we take a rag and dust ourselves off and then clean up the floury mess in the kitchen. Although we weren’t exactly throwing it all over the place, I have a feeling Graham will be finding remnants for a while.

My stomach aches from laughing so hard, and my lungs still feel like I’ve run a marathon, but honestly? I can’t remember the last time I’ve had this much fun.
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Lucy

Saturday, January 6, 4:54 p.m.

From GothamGuardian5 to PlainJane2:

What would your superpower be, if you could choose one? I’d choose either the power to fly because—do I even need to explain that?—or the ability to read someone’s mind, to know what they’re thinking. Not all the time, only when I want to.

From PlainJane2 to GothamGuardian5:

I’m sorry to say we have nothing in common there. I don’t like heights (but not scared of flying in a plane) and I would never want to know what other people are thinking. I’d rather be oblivious to all that.

I’d pick the power to be able to eat whatever I wanted and not gain weight. Or the ability to disappear when things get rough. It’s very unfortunate I can’t just teleport when I’m in a crappy situation.

MORGAN WASN’T ABLE TO JUDGE the cakes last night because after we’d frosted and decorated them, she deemed it a tie and said both cakes looked equally good. Which was completely unfair because my cake was clearly superior.

She said she’d need to taste them in order to decide. Since I knew we would all be at my parents’ house tonight for dinner, I brought both cakes with me for Morgan to judge, and bonus, my family can eat them for dessert. I don’t need to have an entire cake at my disposal and Graham didn’t want his because he’s not really a sugar guy, which led to a whole discussion about that because who doesn’t like sugar?

I can’t wait until after dinner for Morgan to make her decision, so while my mom is finishing up the mashed potatoes, I’m making Morgan do her judging duties.

“Hmm,” she says, after taking a bite of mine. We never specified whose was whose because we didn’t want her to have any bias in her decision. Graham may think I’m doing this to be fair to him since she’s practically family and might show some favoritism toward me, but really, it’s because I’m pretty sure her bias would be toward him. Both because he’s attractive and because she knows it would annoy me.

“This isn’t The Great British Baking Show, Morg,” I say, watching her as she intently takes another bite of Graham’s. She’s gone back and forth a few times now, her brow furrowed as she concentrates.

“Clearly,” she says after swallowing the morsel of cake. “If it were, I’d expect these to taste a hell of a lot better.”

Really, they should taste mostly the same. We both made a vanilla cake with vanilla frosting. However, we were using different recipes with different measurements, so I knew they’d vary a little. But by the way Morgan keeps taking little bites and making “hmm” sounds, you’d think there was a fancy cake stand and a bouquet of flowers on the line.

She sets her fork down and lets out a very self-important-sounding breath. Like this has been a tough journey for her.

“I’m going to go with this one,” she says, pointing to the cake on the left.

“That’s mine!” I practically screech, eliciting a “Keep it down!” from my dad, who’s setting the dining room table.

“You both could work on your skills, though,” she says. “Graham’s cake was a little too dense, and yours was kind of on the dry side.”

“Okay, Mary Berry,” I say.

Ryan comes over and takes Morgan’s fork and in only a few bites, finishes off the rest of her piece.

I grab my phone out of the back pocket of my jeans and send a text to Graham.

Lucy: I won

I quickly make Morgan pose in front of the cakes, having her point to mine, and I shoot the picture off as proof.

After a minute my phone dings.

Graham: I demand a revote

Lucy: No way am I doing that. Morgan took too long as it was

Lucy: So, we’re tied

Graham: That will change tonight since I killed today’s challenge

Lucy: There’s no way you beat me

Today’s challenge was to do a random act of kindness. I paid for not only one, but three of the cars behind me when I stopped to get coffee this morning. Not only that, I also donated some clothes to a shelter. Yes, they had been sitting in the back of my car for months, but it still counts.

“Time to eat,” my mom yells, and we all file into the dining room.

We’ve always had a big dining room table to seat the six of us and still have room to invite others—we were that house growing up, the one everyone wanted to be at.

Today as we all sit around the table with the delicious food my mom has prepared, we barely fit. With Milly and Caden, and my sisters-in-law and future sister-in-law, there are no seats left at the table. I’m sure Derek and Lauren will have kids at some point too, and Morgan and Ryan will be starting their life together this summer. Where will that leave me? I’ll happily sit at the kids table when we get too big for this one. But will I be happy? That’s a dumb question. Of course I can be happy being alone. Tons of people do it all the time. Still, that pang of what could be runs down my spine.

“Save room for dessert,” my mom says as we all stuff our faces with her amazing roast and potatoes. It’s my favorite meal of hers and tastes just like my childhood. I wonder if Graham remembers her roast, considering he had many family dinners with us, and it was the meal most often on rotation.

“What’s for dessert?” Derek asks.

“Lucy brought cake,” she says with a smile in my direction.

“She made it,” Ryan says. “Morgan said it was dry, but I didn’t think it was too bad.”

“Hey,” Morgan said, her tone defensive. “It’s good. I only said that because I was judging it.”

“Why were you judging it?” Derek asks.

“Because Lucy is in a competition,” Morgan says. She’s sitting across the table from me, so I can’t stomp on her foot to stop this conversation. I don’t want my family knowing about the competition and—more importantly—who it’s with.

“What kind of competition?” asks Carrie.

“The short version is Lucy feels like her life is boring—”

“Hey,” I say, interrupting Ryan. I also don’t need my whole family knowing about my year of Lucy.

“And she asked Morgan to make it more interesting,” Ryan continues like he didn’t notice my protest, or care.

“Ryan, you soggy napkin,” I say, giving him a glare.

“I think that sounds fun,” my mom says.

“What kind of challenge?” my dad asks.

Oh, great. Let’s get the whole family involved now. This is just . . . excellent.

“It’s not that big of a deal,” I say. “It’s just some daily tasks to mix things up a bit.”

“Like what?” my mom asks.

“Little things like try a new food, learn something new, stuff like that,” I say. I purposefully leave out the do something out of character one. I don’t need them asking what I did. Although I would 100 percent lie if they asked. And I’d give Morgan my death stare so she’d go along with it.

“Why are there two cakes?” my mom asks.

“Because I made two,” I lie.

“No you didn’t,” Ryan says. “Graham Shackwell made the other one.”

“What?” Kyle says, like he has antennae on the top of his head, set only to hear key words that set off a signal. He’s spent this entire conversation trying to get Caden to eat his dinner—how did he dial in at that exact moment?

“That’s the competition part,” Ryan says, looking at Kyle. “Between her and Graham.”

“Graham?” my mom asks, with a sad look on her face. “I haven’t seen that sweet boy in forever.”

“He’s Kyle’s age, Mom,” Derek says. “Kind of weird to be calling him a sweet boy.”

“And he’s a doctor,” Ryan adds for no reason whatsoever.

“Well, he was sweet when he was younger,” she says.

“He’s not anymore,” Kyle adds, more under his breath.

“Why is Graham Shackwell doing this challenge with you?” Derek asks.

I shrug my shoulders. “I don’t know. I guess it sounded interesting to him.”

“You shouldn’t be spending any time with him,” Kyle says, his tone stern.

“Well, I work with him, so that’s kind of hard to do,” I say.

“You know what I mean,” Kyle says.

“What’s wrong with Graham?” my mom asks.

“He’s just not the kind of guy Lucy should be spending time with, that’s all,” says Kyle, a frown on his face.

“Why?” Morgan asks, a look of concern on her face, like she’s been encouraging something she shouldn’t be.

“I’m twenty-nine. Pretty sure I can decide who I want to spend time with,” I say, feeling my defenses rise. “Besides, he’s just a friend.”

Kyle chuckles cynically. “I don’t know if he’s capable of that.”

“Now, Kyle, he was your best friend for years,” my mom says.

“Well, he’s not anymore, and if Lucy knows what’s best for her, she’ll stay away from him.”

Why does it feel like we’re in some sort of made-for-TV western? You stay away from that fella, ya hear?

I look to Kyle. “What made you change your mind about him? I thought you just grew apart.”

“We did,” he says.

“Why does it seem like there’s more to the story?”

“There’s not,” Kyle says, quickly. “I just don’t think he’s worth your time.”

“Kyle, honestly, he’s nothing but a friend.”

Do I double down here? Do I tell them he’s never even so much as flirted with me? No, because if I did then Kyle would wonder why that even came to mind. I’ve only noticed because his reputation doesn’t seem to equate to the man I’ve been spending time with. It could be I’m not his type, but I haven’t seen him live up to the gossip with anyone else at the hospital either. It could be he’s not like that at work, but I spent the evening with him, and he was nothing but friendly.

I appreciate Kyle’s protectiveness. He’s always been this way. With all of us, but especially with me. I’m his only sister, after all. But, I’m also a capable adult who can get played if she wants to. Except that’s not what’s happening here.

“Well, this dinner is really great, Mom,” Derek says, moving the conversation on to something else, as he often does when things get heated. I’m not always grateful for his peacemaker ways, but I appreciate them right now.

I look to Morgan to see that she’s still got a concerned look on her face, and I give her a comforting smile, telling her without words that she doesn’t need to worry. I’m sure we will be discussing it in detail later.

She doesn’t have anything to worry about. Even if Graham’s reputation is true and he’s sleeping around with every single girl in Aspen Lake, he clearly has no intentions of trying anything on me. This is a good thing.

So why does that sort of bother me? It’s not like I’ve been thinking about anything more than friendship with Graham. And he definitely doesn’t see me that way. Besides, even if I were thinking like that, my inexperienced self wouldn’t know what to do with the likes of Graham Shackwell.

I’ll just tuck that little irritation away.
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Graham

“ANY PROGRESS WITH THE ASSIGNMENT I gave you?” Gloria asks as I sit on the couch across from her in a mostly white office. We’re thirty minutes into our semimonthly session.

Gloria’s feet are crossed at the ankles, a pad of paper in her hand. She reminded me of the actress Viola Davis when I first met her. But now I don’t see it anymore. She’s Gloria, my therapist, the person who’s been incredibly impactful with helping me navigate the changes I’ve been making. Or, trying to make.

“Yes, actually,” I say, bobbing my head up and down. “I’ve established a platonic relationship with someone of the opposite sex.”

She tilts her head to the side, giving me a faint smile. “You don’t need to sound so clinical, Doctor.”

“Right,” I chuckle. “I’ve made a friend. Someone from my past, actually.”

“Oh?” Gloria’s eyebrows move up her forehead.

“Not that past,” I say. “Before all that. When I was younger.”

“How did that come about?” She jots some notes down on the pad of paper in her lap. She takes copious notes during our sessions, and it’s always made me a little nervous that she has actual tangible records of my random thoughts and past mistakes all tucked away in a white filing cabinet with fancy looking handles. It sits in the corner of the room, mocking me.

“I work with her, actually,” I say. “Her name is Lucy. She’s a nurse at the hospital. We struck up a conversation, sort of a catching up kind of thing.”

“Was that it? Just catching up?”

“No, actually. It was at first. But then it’s turned into more. We’ve actually been spending some time together . . . but strictly as friends.”

Gloria gives me a dip of her chin, the universal sign to keep going.

“So, she’s, uh, got this friend who’s sending her daily challenges to help her get out of her comfort zone or something. And I helped her with one, and now . . . I’ve somehow been doing them with her.”

I don’t bring up the supply room thing because I don’t want Gloria to tell me that was not a good start to what she’s having me do here. On paper, yes, forging a friendship with a woman who tried to kiss me does sound like a bad idea. But it’s more complicated than that.

It’s only been a week, but I feel like Lucy and I have come a long way since then. I don’t want to start over. Not because it feels hard to start over again with someone else, but because I don’t know if I’d want to do this with anyone but Lucy. In a short amount of time she’s become someone I enjoy being around, in a way I wasn’t sure I was capable of.

I also don’t want Gloria to think badly of Lucy. The whole supply room thing was odd, sure. Knowing the circumstances now, and having seen that competitive streak in her, I understand what she was trying to do. But I don’t know if I could properly explain it all to Gloria.

“A daily challenge? Tell me more about that,” she says.

“It’s simple stuff, like try a different kind of food, learn a new skill, make conversation with a stranger. That kind of thing. Yesterday we had to buy a book from a genre that we don’t usually read.”

That was an easy one for me, since all I read are medical journals. But because we really couldn’t get points for this one, Morgan had us buy each other books as part of the competition. We’re supposed to read the books by the end of the month. I got Lucy a Brandon Sanderson favorite I read years ago, because she’s never read fantasy. And I’m now the proud owner of a book called To Love a Rogue Pirate, because I’ve never read romance. Apparently, it was written by someone who lives in Carson City. On the cover, there’s this model flaunting ridiculously photoshopped abs, and he’s dressed like a pirate. I’m almost certain I saw the same guy as a life-size cutout in the nurses’ station for a few days, until Evie removed it. I hadn’t bothered asking what it was for. According to Lucy, most of the staff have read the book.

I don’t know the score for the challenges, but I think I’m in the lead. I won the one before that—the random act of kindness challenge. I, of my own accord, stocked all the IV carts for Evie. For an act of kindness, it was top tier. Especially considering the person I did it for looks at me like I’m a moron. It was worth it as she almost smiled when I showed her. I swear I saw the hint of one.

Even Lucy had to concede that I nailed that one, although she did it begrudgingly.

“Oh, and I learned how to crochet,” I say, remembering the beginnings of something sitting on my couch. I haven’t gotten far because I have to use YouTube to help me learn what I’m doing, and I keep having to stop and start over. But I’m picking it up, and I actually look forward to it.

Gloria’s eyes go wide at that declaration. “You’re . . . crocheting?”

“I’m not very good at it,” I say.

“Don’t say that.”

“No, I mean, I’m really not. I’m not trying to downplay it. But I’ll figure it out.” I’m determined to.

She jots some notes down on her pad, the low hum of the heat coming through the vent the only background noise.

“I like it,” Gloria says. “This is more than what I was thinking for you. My idea was something more casual, but I like this. I feel like, for you, this is an excellent way to be more social in a different way than you’re used to.”

“For sure,” I say. It’s a massive difference. Old me would have laughed in my face if I told him I spent a Friday night baking a cake, and tonight I’m learning to play pickleball. Of course, if I told him I was doing it all with a pretty girl, he would approve. Old me had a one-track mind. I don’t miss that jackass.

Funny how I spent so much time not wanting to be like my dad, and yet, I somehow turned out just like him—womanizing, playing around, hurting people. But that’s why I’m here, to break that cycle.

“Have you felt any discomfort spending time with Lucy?” Gloria asks.

“Discomfort?”

“Yes, I mean in the sense of old habits appearing.”

“Right. Yeah, a little.”

“How?” She writes this down.

I lick my lips. “I’ve had to stop myself a few times from making flirtatious or suggestive comments.”

Although the more time I spend with Lucy, the less I want to do all that. And it’s not because I don’t find Lucy attractive—I definitely do. I just see her in a different light. Maybe it’s because she’s my former best friend’s sister and it makes me feel sort of protective of her. Protective from old me. She doesn’t deserve the man I used to be. I don’t think I will ever be the kind of guy Lucy deserves. That’s okay, though. Friendship is what I want.

“You’ve had to stop yourself because she said them to you? Comments that are flirtatious or suggestive?”

“No,” I say. “It’s more like a response to something she said, unintentionally. A trigger, I guess.”

“Have you set clear boundaries with her?” Gloria asks.

“We’ve never had the conversation. But I think she knows this is just a friendly thing.”

“How do you know?”

“I’ve been careful not to give her any reason to think there’s anything else.”

“That’s good.” She nods while jotting notes down on her pad. “And has she given you any reason to think that she would like more?”

I shake my head. “No, not really.”

Except for the stint in the supply room—which I now know was part of the challenge—nothing she’s done or said has seemed to me like she’d want more out of this. And I’m good at reading that. A specialist, really.

“So, what do you do when the old habits reappear?”

I think about that for a second. “Lately, I just haven’t given into them. I still think them, though.”

I stumbled a bit on Friday night when I helped Lucy out of her coat and saw her wearing something other than scrubs. The way her tight pants showed off her great legs . . . well, I’d have to be blind not to notice. I started to tell her she looked beautiful, thought better of it, and finished the sentence with . . . different.

I tell Gloria a version of this. “So maybe I’m not as far along as I think I am,” I say at the end.

“Would you tell a guy friend that he looks handsome in his shirt?” she asks.

“I don’t know if I’d say it that way, but sure,” I say.

“So then it wouldn’t be out of character to tell a woman she looks beautiful and simply mean it as that.”

I nod. I may have a doctorate, but I can be pretty thick sometimes. “Right. Of course.”

“Well, I’m pleased with this,” she says, setting her pen down on her pad of paper. “This is above and beyond what I was hoping this assignment would do for you.”

“How’s that?”

“Essentially, I wanted you to practice. To try to be a better listener. To seek out friendship and only that. I figured it might take a bit of practicing before you found someone you actually wanted to talk to. But it looks like you’ve found someone. I’m happy about that.”

“I am too,” I say. It’s not an exaggeration. I haven’t had a friend in a long time. It feels good to be friends with someone like Lucy.
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I TAKE IT BACK. IT’S infuriating to be friends with someone like Lucy.

At least right at this moment.

“Graham,” she says, frustration in her tone. “Would you just stay out of the kitchen?”

“I don’t even know what the kitchen is,” I tell her, exasperated, standing in a pickleball court with a paddle in my hand.

Even though the woman is a competitive lunatic, I don’t miss the fact that she looks great in her athletic shorts and tank top. I almost told her that after my conversation with Gloria earlier today, but it felt a little over-the-top to tell someone in workout clothes that they look pretty. I’ve definitely never done that with a guy friend. Those basketball shorts hug you in all the right places, my dude.

No. That’s absolutely not something I’d say.

“You’re in the no-volley zone; it’s also called the kitchen,” Ryan, a.k.a. Little Barky, says from across the net. “You’re too close to the net and you can’t volley from there; the ball has to bounce first.”

“Got it,” I say, wondering how I missed that when they were giving us quick instructions. Why can’t we just play tennis instead of this tennis/badminton/table tennis combination game? What happened to just playing a good old game of tennis?

We’re at an indoor court at the rec center. Ryan and Morgan, who are apparently regular pickleball players, dressed in matching outfits, came along to show us the ropes. This way Morgan gets to decide who wins this challenge. I’m guessing it’s the person who picked up on the game easiest, and that’s certainly not been me.

I thought it would be a cinch for me because I played tennis when I was younger. But I’m not used to this court size or the paddle, and I feel like I’ve got two left feet tonight, doing everything wrong, and my overcompetitive partner isn’t happy about it.

“Are we ready?” Morgan asks.

“Yes,” Lucy says for the both of us. I look over at her; she’s bent at the waist, legs apart, paddle in her hands, eyes focused on her competition across the court and looking way too serious for this game. She looks ridiculous, and I kind of love it.

I’d normally find this kind of competitive spirit irritating, but from Lucy it’s almost endearing.

“Eyes over here, Doc,” Ryan calls from across the net. He’s said this a few times since we got here tonight. He’s been watching me, like he’s here to make sure I keep my hands to myself. Like a babysitter. Which is rich coming from a kid who used to strip down to his underwear right when he got home from school and stay that way the rest of the night. Maybe he still does that after a workday? It’s weird to see him all grown-up and getting married.

His comments might possibly be why I’ve felt so disjointed playing what’s supposed to be a fairly easy game to pick up. I haven’t been looking at Lucy more than I normally do. At least I don’t think I have. Maybe I’m doing it without realizing it? Better keep that in check. For multiple reasons.

Morgan serves the ball; it goes over the net and bounces once and I hit it with my paddle, sending it back over to them, keeping my feet out of the kitchen. We go back and forth like this for a bit until I’m able to volley it back and it bounces twice down the center of the court, right between Morgan and Ryan.

“Yes!” Lucy says, coming over to me for a high five.

Morgan and Ryan win the first game, but by the second one Lucy and I have hit our stride, and we win.

Lucy jumps on my back after the victory, and I wrap my hands under her legs, holding her up. She has me parade her around while she holds her paddle in the air, like we’ve just won Wimbledon. Or whatever the pickleball equivalent is.

“We need a tiebreaker,” Ryan insists after Lucy’s triumphant celebration. Lucy heartily agrees, and I look to Morgan, who gives me a look like, Do you believe these two?

I shake my head, but I’m smiling. I don’t remember the Price kids being this competitive when we were younger. Kyle definitely wasn’t.

There’s no way these two are going to let this tie go, so we switch sides on the court and I’m up to serve first. I hit the ball perfectly over to Ryan, who hits it back to us. Lucy, ready to go, hits it back to them.

I stay out of the kitchen and hold my own, keeping up with my opponents as well as Lucy, and soon we are one point ahead of them – ten to nine. One more point and we could win this.

Morgan hits the net, so the ball is ours. It’s Lucy’s turn to serve, and she hits it perfectly into the other side of the court, where it bounces once before Ryan hits it back. I let it bounce once on our side before hitting back toward the middle, but Morgan darts across the court and hits it back to us. We go back and forth, the rally growing longer, the volleys getting more intense.

I see when the opportunity to win comes and I take it: with a deft flick of my wrist, I send the ball flying past Morgan and Ryan, landing just inside the baseline before bouncing out.

“WE WON!” Lucy screams. This time, she drops her paddle and runs and jumps into my arms, her legs wrapping around me, and I instinctively drop my paddle and place my hands underneath her, supporting her weight. She wraps her arms around me and holds me tight.

I’m caught up in the moment, smiling and holding Lucy’s warm body close to mine. I haven’t had this much contact with a woman in . . . a very long time. It feels good to be hugged like this.

“You can put my sister down now,” Ryan yells across the court, reminding me he’s there and has his eyes on me.

Lucy practically jumps out of my arms, and I feel the need to defend myself to Ryan. That was all Lucy’s doing. I didn’t have to hold her up, but what was I supposed to do? Let her drop?

But I won’t deny that it felt good having her in my arms. Not like that—just a friendly thing. Friends hug, right? That’s not weird. I’d hug a guy friend. I’d probably jump into their arms too, if the moment was right.

I look to Ryan, expecting him to give me some throat-slitting gesture, instead he’s giving his sister an epic glare.

“We freaking won,” Lucy says, putting her arms up in the air.

“Beginner’s luck,” Ryan responds.

“Don’t be a sore loser, you damp bathroom towel.”

“You mean like how you always are?” he claps back.

“You’re just jealous.”

“Stop,” Morgan says, holding out a hand. She rolls her eyes and shakes her head like this is something she does all the time. By the way Lucy and Ryan did, in fact, both stop, I’m guessing she must do this often.

“So who won between Graham and me?” Lucy asks Morgan, her hands on her hips. She doesn’t beat around the bush when points are at stake. She’s smiling like she already knows the answer.

Morgan folds her arms and looks between the two of us before saying, “The point for today goes to Graham.”

“What?” Lucy yells, her voice echoing around the court. “That’s totally unfair. You’re biased!”

“No, I’m not,” Morgan says, crinkling her brow. “Graham was most improved today.”

Most improved? Why does that make me feel a little like a loser? I used to be a decent athlete. Have I become a doughboy? I look down at my stomach.

“You’re just letting him win because he’s pretty,” Lucy says, and my head swings to her.

“I am not,” Morgan says, putting emphasis on each word.

“Look at the guy,” Lucy says, gesturing toward me with an open palm. “His gorgeous looks are swaying your vote.”

“They are not!”

“I’m . . . standing right here,” I say, feeling sort of awkward, even though this is quite the boost to my ego, which took a hit just seconds ago.

I know I’m not unattractive, but hearing Lucy say it does something to me. Maybe it’s because I appreciate the opinion of my friend.

“I’m actually standing here, too,” Ryan says, looking at his fiancée.

“Tell them I’m not being biased,” Morgan pleads with Ryan.

“I mean, he is an attractive man,” Ryan says, lifting a shoulder briefly.

“Thank you,” says Lucy, her tone appreciative.

“Should I even be here right now?” I ask, looking at the three of them.

“Of course,” Morgan says. “You’re the winner. You won fair and square.” She’s looking at Lucy while she says this.

Lucy makes a sort of growling noise.

“Come on, Price,” I say, placing my hand on the small of her back and guiding her off the court.

We grab our stuff and return the paddles, since Lucy and I had to rent some from the rec center. Morgan and Ryan, of course, have their own.

“That was fun,” Morgan says as we walk toward the door, coats on. “We should do it again.”

“Definitely,” I say, and I mean it. Even with the competitive Price siblings, I had a great time tonight.

“Can I have a minute, Doc?” Ryan asks me just before we walk out into the cold winter air.

I look to Lucy, who is shaking her head and rolling her eyes. She grabs me by the arm, pulling me toward her. “We’re just friends, Ryan. You don’t need to have any discussions with him.”

“I just want to make sure,” he says.

“Ryan,” both she and Morgan say at the same time.

Ryan looks to Lucy and then to me and then back to Lucy.

“Don’t play with my sister,” he says to me, before he and Morgan walk out the door.

“Sorry about that,” Lucy says, placing a pink knitted hat with a pom-pom on her head.

“He’s protective of you,” I say. “That’s not a bad thing.”

“You’d think I was eighteen and not twenty-nine. I swear my brothers think I’m incapable of taking care of myself.”

“Your brothers?” I ask, feeling a drop in my stomach. They were talking about me?

She looks at my face, giving me a soft smile. “You may have come up at dinner the other night.”

“Right,” I say, wondering how that possibility hadn’t crossed my mind. It’s been years, after all. “Kyle?”

“Yeah,” she says. “What happened between you two? He wouldn’t tell me.”

I look down at the floor, shame moving through me. I’ve been working on getting past the shame and moving toward something healthier like guilt. Shame can keep you stuck, while guilt motivates change. This is according to Gloria. It’s hard for me to make the shift.

“It’s not something I’m proud of,” I tell her, not wanting to get into it. “Just know that Kyle’s warnings about me are . . . warranted.” I give her a sad smile.

She tilts her head to the side, studying my face, the pom-pom on her hat wiggling as she does. “You’ve never given me any reason to believe it.”

“That’s because it’s something I’m working on.”

“So then, I’m not worried. Besides, I’m a big girl and I can take care of myself.”

“Lucy, I—”

“Graham, we’re friends, right?”

“Yeah, we’re friends.”

“I’m not worried about whatever may be in your past. Okay?”

“Okay,” I say, feeling a mixture of relief and apprehension in my stomach.

“Good,” she says, hooking an arm through mine, the synthetic material of our winter coats making a whooshing sound as they rub together. She pulls me toward the door, and we walk outside into the cold winter night.
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Lucy

Tuesday, January 10, 10:23 p.m.

From PlainJane2 to GothamGuardian5:

Scariest thing you’ve ever done. Let’s hear it.

From GothamGuardian5 to PlainJane2:

I told you I swam with sharks. That’s it. That’s the scariest thing I’ve ever done.

From PlainJane2 to GothamGuardian5:

Those were nurse sharks! They aren’t deadly.

From GothamGuardian5 to PlainJane2:

You said yourself it was warranted. They bite when provoked, right? I maintain that was my scariest thing.

From PlainJane2 to GothamGuardian5:

Okay, what’s the second scariest thing?

From GothamGuardian5 to PlainJane2:

I went bungee jumping once. I actually peed myself a little. This was four years ago. I’m a full-grown adult man. What’s yours?

From PlainJane2 to GothamGuardian5:

I haven’t done anything all that scary. Maybe I’ll do something tomorrow. Please hold.

I STAND AT THE EDGE of the pool looking into the crystal-blue water as it shimmers in the overhead lighting, a gentle ripple running through it. The smell of chlorine hangs in the air, bringing on waves of nostalgia. I can hear the heat blasting in this large rec center facility, but standing here in just a dark-green one-piece with my hair tucked inside a black latex cap, I feel chilly from all the nerves running through me.

“You better not have had me come out here at the crack of dawn for nothing, Price,” Graham says, standing next to me. He’s in a pair of black swim trunks, his lovely naked upper body on full display. He looks like a model for a Doctors Who Swim calendar.

“I’m going to do it,” I say, looking down at the pool in front of me.

The challenge today is to do something that scares you. I knew what I wanted to do almost immediately when Morgan sent the text last night.

Swim. In a pool. No wading—actual laps.

I texted Graham and told him, and right away he said he would come with me. I wasn’t going to ask him, but when he volunteered, it felt like it was the final piece to fall into place.

I hadn’t seen him since Monday night, and I wasn’t sure if our discussion after pickleball scared him off. But here we are two days later, at the rec center indoor pool, the place mostly empty save a lifeguard in red standing on the opposite side, and I’m about to jump in.

Probably. Unless I chicken out and run away.

“Why does this scare you?” Graham asks.

I take a breath. “I don’t know,” I tell him. But I do know. It’s a reminder of everything I lost all those years ago—my scholarship, my future plans. Swimming was everything to me. And not being able to do it competitively was a hard pill to swallow. It was my life for so long, and then in the blink of an eye, it wasn’t.

“But you used to love it, right?”

“I did,” I tell him.

“There’s only one way to find out if you still do.” He points to the water.

I move closer to the edge, my toes barely hanging over the cement floor; the rough texture of the pool deck beneath my bare feet brings back so many memories. It’s solid and reassuring. So is the man standing next to me right now.

“You’ve got this, Price,” Graham says.

I take a deep breath, pull my goggles down over my eyes, and then close them, and before I can overthink it any more, I dive in. The air rushes past me as I descend, and suddenly I’m submerged, the water enveloping me.

I break through the surface, taking in a big gulp of air, and though I haven’t done this in years, everything comes back to me in an instant. I push off from the side of the pool and start a basic stroke down the lane. I feel the water resisting my movements, the burning in my muscles starting almost instantly because it’s been so long. Too long.

Each stroke propels me forward, and the rhythmic swooshing of the water in my ears is like a long-forgotten friend. I’m swimming.

I’m swimming! It’s really happening. I feel it with every synchronized movement of my arms and legs.

As I reach the end of the lane I surface, and feeling breathless, I turn in the water to see Graham swimming toward me. I smile to myself, feeling a huge weight fall off my shoulders. Why did I wait so long to do this?

I rip my goggles off my face and I wipe my eyes, sudden tears mixing with the chlorinated water, my legs still moving to keep me afloat.

Graham reaches the end, coming up for air.

“You did it,” he says through heavy breathing. He wipes the water out of his eyes, and droplets fall off his close-trimmed beard. His hand is holding on to the ledge of the pool to keep him steady.

“I did,” I say, and more tears squeeze out of my eyes.

A look of concern washes over his face. “Are you okay? Did it hurt your back?”

I shake my head, unable to answer. Tears are rolling down my face now—I can’t wipe them away fast enough.

“Did you hate it?”

“No,” I say, the word coming out like a sob. “The opposite.”

He smiles, and reaching his arm out, he grabs me by the waist and pulls me toward him. I go to him easily, wrapping my arms around his neck. He keeps ahold of the side of the pool with one hand, the other moving to my back as he pulls me close.

“Way to go, Price,” he says in my ear.

I can’t reply; the emotions are stuck in my throat. I don’t know if he understands how big of a moment this is for me, but by the way he’s holding me right now, I gather that he gets it.

After a minute, I let go of him, wipe my eyes again, and grab on to the side of the pool, gearing up to swim back to the other side.

“Ready?” I ask him.

“Are we racing?”

“Of course,” I say, taking off as soon as the words leave my mouth.

Before I go under, I hear him yell out, “Cheater!”

We swim laps for the next half hour. I do the breaststroke, the butterfly, and the backstroke, all of it coming back to me with ease. Like riding a bicycle. I love every second of it.

“This is quite the workout,” Graham says, through labored breaths, when we both surface by the edge of the pool after another lap.

“I’m pretty exhausted myself,” I say, winded and feeling the burn in my lungs and in muscles I haven’t used in a while. We’re both holding onto the ledge of the pool so we don’t have to rely on our tired legs to keep us afloat in the deep end.

“I’m going to be exhausted at work.” He looks up at the giant wall clock. It’s only six thirty in the morning.

“Which one of your many jobs are you working today?”

He wipes a hand down his face to get rid of the water, and droplets cling onto his cropped beard. “I’m at the clinic today.”

“So . . . what are you going to do that scares you?”

He looks at me, his eyes on mine. He runs his tongue along his bottom lip. “I thought I’d admit something to you, something no one else knows.”

“Really?” I ask, feeling warmth spread through my body and all the way to my toes. The fact that he wants to tell me, and just me, something makes little pinpricks move up my arm. I give him a head nod, telling him to go ahead.

“Right now?” He looks around the pool.

“Why not? I just swam laps after eleven years. Now it’s your turn.”

“I’m turning into a prune,” he says, holding up a hand to show me his wrinkled fingers.

“Me too,” I say. “Better make it snappy.”

He looks at the clock again, and then his eyes move to me. “I have some time, since you made me get up at a ridiculous hour. Want to get breakfast?”
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TWENTY MINUTES LATER, MY HAIR damp and my skin feeling tight from the chlorine even though I rinsed off quickly after I got out of the pool, Graham and I are sitting across from each other in a booth, each with a glass full of water at Jenny’s Pancake House, a local favorite off Aspen Lake Boulevard that’s been here longer than I’ve been alive. Maybe even longer than my parents have been around.

Through the windows of the old building, I can see snow flurries have started to fall. With the large mountains in the backdrop, it looks like something out of a magazine. Aspen Lake is a beautiful place that I’m pretty sure I’ve taken for granted my whole life. There’s no way to know for sure since, with the exception of college, I’ve never lived anywhere else.

We place our order with a woman coincidentally named Jenny. Not the owner, since I’m pretty sure she passed away a long time ago and this woman looks like she’s in her forties. She’s got red hair and a welcoming smile.

“Okay,” I say, settling into the booth. “Let’s hear this admission of yours.”

Graham reaches up and rubs his jaw, his fingers running over his beard.

“Fine,” he says. “I’m in therapy.”

Of all the things Graham could have said, I wasn’t expecting that.

“Therapy?”

“Yeah,” he says, with a nod. “I’ve been going for eight months now, I think.”

“That’s a good thing, right? We all need therapy.”

“I’m definitely a fan. However, I think I need more than the average person.”

“How so?”

He lets out a breath, his fingers playing with the paper napkin in front of him. “I’m trying to be a better man.”

“Graham.” I tilt my head to the side. “You’re a great man.”

“I’m not, though,” he says. “I’m trying to be. But I definitely haven’t been in the past.”

I give him an understanding nod. I don’t know specifics, but now even Graham is warning me off, thanks to freaking Ryan going all protective brother on me after we played pickleball. I don’t see it, though. The Graham I’ve come to know and the other Graham I’ve heard things about don’t seem like they could be the same person.

“I think we all have things we can work on,” I tell him.

“I’ve got some deep-seated issues, though,” he says.

I dip my head once for him to continue. I want to know what he has to say, but I also don’t want him to feel like he has to tell me.

“I’ve got daddy issues,” he says, and then lets out a self-deprecating chuckle.

I smile at the way he just blurted that out. “What kind of daddy issues?”

“My dad . . . is not a good man,” he says. “He’s cheated on my mom multiple times, and I’m the one who caught him.”

I rear my head back, wondering how exactly he caught his dad cheating. “You caught him?”

He nods, the corners of his lips pulled down. “When I was around eighteen, I hacked into his social media account and I saw the messages between him and, I believe”—he looks up to the sky as if he’s trying to remember—“that time it was his assistant.”

“I’m sorry,” I tell him. “That must have been hard.”

“There’ve been more; I don’t even know how many.” He shakes his head, looking out the window. “Maybe it shouldn’t have been such a shock. My parents were always fighting, especially when I was younger. I used to hide outside under this tree in my backyard, or at your house.”

“You’re in most of my memories at that house,” I say. It was hard when my parents sold it a few years ago to build their new place.

“I think what’s hardest for me is that my mom stays. Even knowing, she stays.”

“Have you ever asked her why?”

“I have, and she can’t really give me an answer.”

I nod, taking that in. My parents’ relationship has always seemed so solid to me. They argue, for sure. My mom has always been honest about how marriage can be a hard thing, but she always made sure to let me know it was worth it, too. I think my world would feel like it had imploded if I found out either of my parents had been unfaithful. I might lose faith in humanity as a whole.

“That must be hard, Graham,” I say. It’s the only thing I can think to say right now.

“It is,” he says, his reply barely audible over the din of the room.

“Do you feel like the therapy is helping?”

He nods. “Definitely. I feel like it helps me figure out why I do the things I do.”

“And why do you do the things you do?” I ask before taking a sip of my water.

His lips pull up on the sides, ever so slightly. “I think some of the choices I’ve made in the past were to protect myself. If I never got serious with anyone, then they couldn’t hurt me.” His face falls. “But I ended up being the person that hurt others instead.”

The sad, vulnerable look on his face breaks a little part of me. I lean toward the table, putting my elbow on the edge and leaning my cheek on my hand, feeling strands of my still-damp hair as it falls forward.

“And . . . now?”

“Now?” he asks, his eyebrows moving up his forehead. “I’m taking it a day at a time. Doing my best. Maybe I’ll become a hermit.”

I chuckle. “Is that what you really want?”

“Probably not. I’m just avoiding all that for now.”

I smile. “Take it from someone who avoided something for a long time: it’s not worth it.”

“Maybe,” he says. “My life certainly has gotten more interesting lately.”

“Since a certain overly competitive woman came back into your life?”

“Since then,” he says.

“Aren’t you lucky to have me?”

“You’re not wrong about that.”
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LATER THAT NIGHT, AFTER WORKING a shift in the ER, I send a text to Morgan as I’m lying on the pink couch in my condo, decompressing from the day.

Lucy: Challenge for today done

I add a check mark emoji for emphasis. Morgan texts back right away.

Morgan: And?

Graham: Lucy won

Morgan: Wait, I get to decide that

Lucy: I swam

Morgan: SHUT UP

Morgan: Wait, what did you do, Graham?

Lucy: Seriously? You still want to know what he did? Don’t I automatically win?

Morgan: I need to know to be a fair judge

Lucy: Fine. Graham . . . admitted things

Morgan: ??

Lucy: Personal things. Don’t make me regret making this group text

Graham: Mine was dumb. Seriously, Lucy wins

Morgan: I was just being nosy. Lucy wins! I’m so proud of you

Lucy: So, since I won yesterday’s and today’s does that put me ahead?

Yesterday’s challenge was to learn three lines in a different language. I learned how to say, “Morgan is my best friend and the most beautiful woman in the world, and I love her like a sister,” in French. I sent a voice recording and she Google Translated it, and I won. It was a suck-up move on my part and absolutely worth it. But also, Graham had done basic Spanish, the kind you’d learn on your first day of Spanish 101. “Hello, how are you? My name is Graham. Where is the library?”

Morgan: I’ll have to tally it up and get back to you

I pull up Graham’s name and quickly send him a text.

Lucy: Your challenge today was NOT dumb

Graham: Thanks for listening

Lucy: Anytime
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Lucy

Friday, January 12, 2:34 p.m.

From GothamGuardian5 to PlainJane2:

Question: Would you rather spend the day wearing wet socks or with a popcorn kernel stuck in your teeth? I pick the kernel, in case you were wondering. Cold, soggy feet are the worst.

BTW, did you do something scary?

From PlainJane2 to GothamGuardian5:

Oh, gosh. I hate it when my socks are wet. But I absolutely hate it when I have something in my teeth. This is hard. I’ll wear the soggy socks.

I did. And it turns out it wasn’t all that scary after all.

I’VE BEEN SWIMMING AT THE rec center every morning since Wednesday. Granted, it’s only Friday, so I’ve only been back twice since the initial time with Graham, but a win is a win.

Also, Graham has gone with me both times. I wasn’t expecting him to join me after that first time, when I knew I’d be coming back for more. I figured I’d be on my own, and I was okay with it.

After we had breakfast and were walking to the parking lot, he’d asked me when I was going back to the pool again. I told him that it would most likely be the next day. I believe he called me “an addict,” to which I replied, “There could be worse things to be addicted to.”

To my surprise, when I got there at five thirty in the morning, he was already in the water, smiling up at me as he floated.

I told him I’d be there the next day, and he just told me he’d see me there. Three days does not a routine make, but as far as I know, he’s planning on meeting me tomorrow. Later, though, since tomorrow is Saturday and we both work the evening shift tonight and won’t be done until eleven.

I’m loving being back in the water. My body may ache from all the exercise, and my hair might be a tad frizzier from the chlorine, but swimming again . . . it feels so good. I’m also trying hard not to chastise myself for waiting so long, but it’s difficult not to. Regret seems to be the theme of my life. Maybe I should ask Graham for his therapist’s number.

“Price,” Graham says as he walks by the nurses’ station. He’s in black scrubs again today. Not that I’m keeping track. It’s just research for the doctors’ calendar that I’ll never make. But if I did, I think he should wear the black scrubs when he models for it. Or the blue because they make his eyes pop. Also not keeping tabs on that either. It’s just a friendly observation.

He’s got a small notebook in his hand that he’s looking at as he walks. To everyone else, he looks like he’s being a very serious doctor (even though our ER is mostly paperless and most notes are taken digitally), but I know what he’s really doing.

Today’s challenge is to write a poem. That’s right, Graham and I get to be poets for the day. And from the looks of it, Graham is taking this way too seriously. Every time I’ve seen him, unless he’s with a patient, he’s been looking at that silly notebook.

“Busy working there, Dr. Shackwell?” I give him a knowing eyebrow raise when he looks my way.

“You know it,” he says right before tucking the notebook in his pocket, knocking on the door to room six, and then entering the room. His greeting to the older man who came in with chest pain about an hour ago is cut short by the door closing behind him.

He’s working too hard on this. Now I’m second-guessing the one I wrote. Maybe I need to up my game.

“Has he always called you by your last name?” Joelle asks from another computer station. She’s one of the newer nurses and hasn’t been out of nursing school all that long. Her hair is light blond, pulled back like mine, and she has the most perfect button nose.

“No,” I say, spinning my chair so I can see her. “It’s a newer thing.” Ever since we’ve started talking. It hasn’t even been two weeks, yet it feels like much longer. In a good way. Like, he’s just naturally become a part of my life.

“He’s flirting with you,” she says, giving me a half smile.

“What?” I say, through a laugh, waving her words away with my hand. “He’s not. We’re just friends. I’ve known him a long time.”

She gives me a look like she doesn’t believe me.

“I swear,” I say. “Calling someone by their last name is just a friendly thing, not flirting.”

She shakes her head. “That would be true if he did it to all of us. But you’re the only one I’ve heard him call by their last name.”

“That’s not flirting, I promise.”

She looks around the room, her eyes searching. I know that look. She’s looking for Evie. My suspicions are confirmed when she quits looking, as Evie’s nowhere in sight, and pulls her phone out of her pocket.

“Let’s see what Google has to say about it.”

She types quickly with her thumbs before a smile spreads across her face. “It says right here that calling someone by their last name can be an assertive and edgy way of flirting.”

“The key words there are can be,” I say.

It would be one thing if he were flirty with me in other ways. Then maybe the last name would be part of it. But I know it’s not. It’s a familiarity between us—that’s all.

The door to room six opens and Graham walks out. He immediately grabs his notebook out of his pocket and looks at it, mouthing words to himself.

“Price,” he says again as he passes by, and Joelle snorts out a laugh. Luckily, he was too engrossed in his poetry writing to notice.

“See?” Joelle says. “He’s flirting.” She sing-songs that last bit, and I just shake my head at her and turn back to my computer.
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“EVIE, I NEED A WORD that rhymes with spoke,” I say as she comes inside the nurses’ station.

She stops and stares at me like I have two heads.

I’m trying to figure out this one line from my poem. I need it to be good because I have to beat Graham’s, and I’ve seen how much work he’s put into his. I’m worried the one I wrote won’t be good enough.

Evie puts her hands on her hips. “I don’t do rhymes,” she says and then walks over to room three and knocks on the door before entering.

Honestly, this tracks. I’m at the point of desperation if I’m asking Evie for help.

I look back down at my paper. I’m running out of time—we’re supposed to read them to Morgan over Zoom sometime around nine, when Evie takes her break. But only if Graham is able to take a break then too. That’s in twenty short minutes.

Graham walks by the nurses’ station just then, stopping on the other side from where I’m sitting. I hurry and turn over the piece of paper so he can’t see my work.

“Are you ready, Price?” he asks, giving me the grin of a man who thinks he’s going to win this thing.

“Yes, I am,” I say, returning my own winning look. It’s a lie, though. I’m not ready, but give me twenty uninterrupted minutes, and I can be. Except I’m at work, so that will be impossible. Crap.

“Lucy,” Evie says, walking out of room three in a huff. “You’re needed in there. The daughter is uncomfortable, and Mom is requesting more pillows and blankets.”

Translation: Someone needs comfort and Evie finds this annoying. My poem will have to wait. I pick up the paper, fold it, and then place it in my pocket.

I walk out of the nurses’ station, passing Graham as I head for room three.

“Nervous?” he says, falling into step with me, that stupid cocky grin on his face.

Fine, it only makes him hotter, and I don’t like it.

I make a scoffing noise. “No, but you should be, you dull scalpel.”

“Nice one,” he says.

“Thanks.” I give him my best smug look.

I knock on the door of room three, and Graham turns and walks the other way, but not before looking over his shoulder at me and giving me a knowing smirk.

“I wasn’t looking at your butt,” I say.

“Sure,” he replies.

I was. I was looking at his butt. We may be just friends, but I’m not blind. The man has a nice one.

After helping the patient, who really did just need some extra blankets and pillows, I head back to the nurses’ station, pulling the paper with my poem on it out of my pocket as I sit down.

Reading through it once more, it’s not that bad. In fact, it’s pretty good. I’ve got this. I busy myself doing some charting while I wait to kick Graham’s poetry-writing butt.

Graham comes walking up to the nurses’ station a few minutes past nine.

“Evie on her break?” he asks as he sidles up next to me.

“She is,” I say. “You have time now?”

“I do, Price. Let’s hear what you’ve got.”

“I’m not sure you’re ready for what I’ve got,” I say, my eyes going wide as soon as the words come out of my mouth. That was way more forward sounding than I meant it.

Graham rolls his lips between his teeth.

I can’t help the sly smile that spreads across my face. “You want to say something, don’t you?”

He shakes his head, schooling his features. “I do not. I am a mature man who doesn’t need to comment on anything. The words don’t even cross my mind.”

“But if you were that kind of man, what would you have said?”

“Nothing; I would have said nothing.”

“Liar.”

“Okay, let’s hear this poem,” Graham says.

I look around us, Joelle sitting at a computer just behind us and a couple of techs having a discussion just ten feet away.

“Should we take this into your office?” I ask Graham.

“What, are you not proud of your poem, Price?”

I sit up straighter. “I am; I just don’t really want an audience.”

Graham’s eyes travel around the room and then back to me. “I mean, if you’re too chicken to do it in front of people . . .”

I stand up from my chair. “I’m no chicken,” I say, grabbing my phone out of my pocket and pulling up Morgan’s number.

I hit the FaceTime button, and her face pops up on my screen only a few seconds later. I prop it up on the tall counter that runs the perimeter of the nurses’ station, against a vase of flowers someone brought us from a patient room upstairs.

“Hey,” I say to Morgan, and Graham leans over and greets her too.

“Okay, are we doing this poetry thing or what?” she says through a yawn.

“You seem super thrilled,” I say, my tone flat.

“I’ve spent the whole day with thirteen- and fourteen-year-olds,” she says. “Believe me, I should be more tired than I am. Now, who wants to go first?”

Graham and I look at each other.

“Lucy, you go,” Morgan says, her impatience showing.

“Actually, I think Graham should go,” I say, feeling suddenly less competitive. I don’t know why—it’s a poem. It’s not a big deal. It just unexpectedly feels like a big deal.

“I’ll go,” Graham says, pulling the black notebook out of his pocket and flipping open the cover.

He clears his throat once. Then he does it again.

I look up at him. Is he . . . nervous?

Morgan sighs through the phone’s speaker. “Okay, you two,” she says. “We’re going to do what I have to do with my students. You two read each other’s poems.”

“Really?” I ask.

“Yes, it’s easier that way. Graham, give her your poem. You can read Lucy’s.”

We look at each other, and then he does as she says, passing over the small notebook.

I look at his neat writing. Not your typical doctor’s chicken scratch. It’s actually impressive how pretty it is. I think it might be better than mine.

I push my shoulders back and then start to read it.

“Branches and leaves

The soft summer breeze

On the ground, in the shade

So many hours, so many days

Solace from the world is found

Right there, on the ground

A path away from home

Leads me to a realm unknown

Under the green, quiet awaits

A hidden haven, life creates

Sitting beneath a tall hovering guide

Protected from the world inside.”

“Oh my gosh, Graham,” Morgan says, her voice wrenching me from the trance I was in as I read the poem. “You wrote that?”

“I did,” he says, grasping his hands behind his back. Something about the way he’s standing there reminds me of a much younger Graham. The way his shoulders curve toward each other, the slight rounding of his spine. He looks almost shy. Which doesn’t really fit with the overly cocky man I’ve been spending time with.

He looks to me. “It’s about the tree in my backyard.”

Right. The one he used to hide under when his parents were fighting. Why do I suddenly feel a pricking sensation behind my eyes? I blink the feeling away.

“Graham,” I say, looking at the man. “This is really good.” I hold out the notebook, and he takes it from me, putting it in the pocket of his white coat.

“Okay, Lucy,” Morgan says. “Let’s hear yours.”

“You know what,” I say. “I . . . didn’t get around to writing one.”

Graham’s brow creases. “Yeah, you did; I saw you writing it.”

“No, that was something else.”

“What about all the smack talk earlier?”

“It was just smack talk,” I say to him. “I was trying to get you riled up. Anyway, you win.” I reach for the phone to hang up on Morgan.

“Hold on a second,” he says, leaning toward me. Before I can pull away, he reaches over and snags the folded piece of paper out of my pocket.

“Give me that,” I say, grabbing for it, but he holds it away from me. Not one to give up, I try again. This goes on for a bit.

“Lucy,” I hear Morgan say. I’d kind of forgotten she was there. “Let him read it.”

I let out a resigned sigh. “Fine,” I tell them.

Graham opens the paper and starts to read.

“Oh, elusive vein

Why are you such a pain?

If only I had a magic trick

So that I could make this very quick

Oh, elusive vein

Why are you such a pain?”

There’s silence as I look anywhere else but at Morgan on my phone and Graham standing there with my stupid poem in his hand. How did I think that was good?

“Wow, Lucy,” Morgan says. “That was . . . something.”

“Well, finding veins is hard,” I say, as if that is some sort of reasoning or defense.

“I’m sure it is,” Morgan says, her voice patronizing.

I can’t stop the pouting look I give Graham and the little humph that escapes my mouth. “I didn’t know I’d be going up against freaking Roger Frost.” I hold a hand out toward him.

“Do you mean Robert Frost?” Graham asks, his mouth quirked up on one side.

“You’re so infuriating,” I say, ripping the paper with my stupid poem out of his hand. I’m going to put this through the shredder, first chance I get.

“Graham wins,” Morgan says.

Without a reply, I grab my phone and hit the end button.
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Graham

IT’S GOOD TO SEE YOUR handsome face, Graham,” my mom says, sitting across from me at a corner table at the South Shore Café.

It’s an upscale burger joint, with an amazing outdoor patio that’s covered in a foot of snow. But through the window you can see views of the mountains, and if it weren’t so foggy today, we’d be able to see the frozen lake.

“I’m glad you could meet,” I tell her honestly.

It is good to see her, even if this is part of the challenge I’m doing with Lucy. After a weekend of simple things like compliment a stranger (I won that one) and learn a dance (Lucy won that one), Morgan sent the text earlier yesterday, telling us that she was giving us more time for this one because the challenge was to spend time with someone you haven’t seen in a while. Luckily, I don’t work at the clinic or the spa on Mondays. I just have the hospital tonight.

Even though I saw both my parents at Christmas brunch, my dad was there, and as usual, we fought. It wasn’t a big blowup, like our interactions often turn into, but we bickered. My mom, as always, tried to play mediator.

It’s been a long time since it was just my mom and me, so when I got the text from Morgan, it felt like a nudge. I made the call, she had time, and now I sit across from her at this log cabin–style restaurant, with bright pendant lighting hanging above us, a burger in front of me, and a salad in front of her.

“So, tell me what you’ve been up to,” my mom says. She looks tired today. The bags under her eyes are darker, and her hair, which is usually down and well-styled, is pulled up in some sort of bun.

“I’ve been . . . working, mostly,” I tell her.

She nods. “And how is that all going?”

“The same,” I say. She knows I’ve been working all three jobs to pay off my student loan debt. Lately I’ve been wondering if it wouldn’t be better if I just sold the house. I could pay my debt off and live in a rental for a while until I saved up for a down payment.

As appealing as that sounds, it would hurt the woman sitting across from me. The lot my house sits on was her idea, her plan. It was her way of keeping me around. To keep her only boy close by. And this is the first time I’ve been with just her since the summer.

That familiar feeling of shame washes over me. I quickly remind myself that despite the reasons behind it, I am here, and I resolve to do better where my mom is concerned.

“What have you been up to, Mom?” I ask, giving her my best warm smile.

“Oh, you know, just all the things,” she says.

She starts in, telling me about her friend group and how she spends time with them going out shopping and to lunches. How she’s been helping my dad with the construction business he owns because she has more time on her hands now that she’s retired after twenty years of working in billing for the Aspen Lake Boating company.

I eat my burger while she talks, listening to her words, feeling grateful to be here. This challenge has done more for me in the past two weeks than I’ve done for myself in a long time. I’m going to be sad when it’s over. Hopefully my friendship with Lucy will last beyond this, because I don’t want to lose her. It’s crazy how not that long ago I was so alone, and now I don’t feel that way anymore.

I’d love for my mom to meet Lucy. She’d love her. It’s a strange thought coming from me—my mom’s never met any woman in my life. Probably because I’ve never been serious enough about someone to bring them home to meet her. I may not be serious with Lucy in that way, but I am serious about our friendship. Do friends bring friends home to meet the parents as adults?

I want to tell her about Lucy, though. The challenges we’ve been doing, how I’m currently crocheting a . . . something. I’m hoping for a scarf, but it’s hard to say if it will turn out at this point. I want to tell her how I’ve learned to play pickleball, and I could read her the poem I wrote about the tree in our backyard, or how I spent the better part of yesterday learning a TikTok dance, only to lose. But mostly, how great it is to have Lucy as my friend. It’s been better than great, really.

My mom puts her fork down, and leaning her forearms on the table, she weaves her fingers together.

“You should do this with your dad,” she says. “Have lunch with him.”

I expected her to tell me to work things out with my dad—she usually does—but this time she’s more direct in her approach.

I shake my head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Graham, he’s working on things,” she says.

I raise my eyebrows, skeptically. “Yeah, I’ve heard that before.”

“Graham,” she says, chastising me.

I grab the napkin from my lap and wipe my mouth, stalling for time.

“We don’t need to talk about him,” I say.

She nods. “But we should, at some point.”

I look down at my hands balling up the napkin in my lap before I purposefully relax them. “Okay. Let’s talk about it. Why do you stay?” I ask.

She dips her chin, once. Her warm blue eyes are on me, and I can see her mind working, thinking, deciding. “It’s . . . complicated,” she finally says.

That’s a newer one. I usually get some version of, That’s my business.

“Try me,” I tell her.

“First, it was for you,” she says, her eyes instantly beginning to shimmer.

“You didn’t need to stay for me,” I tell her.

She sighs. “That was only part of it. There were also financial reasons. But really, when it came down to it, it was the connection I have with your dad.”

My face drops. “Enough to overlook everything?”

“I know I’m not to blame for his . . . indiscretions, but we didn’t have a happy marriage back then.”

I knew that. It’s why I hung out with Kyle. It’s why I’d sit under that big willow tree in the backyard. I’m thirty-four and I sometimes wish my parents still lived in that house instead of the one with the better view of the lake they live in now, so I could go back to that tree. I drove by there a couple of years ago, and whoever bought the house cut it down.

“What about now?” I ask her.

The corners of her mouth pull upward, softening her features. “We’re happy, Graham.”

“Even if he’s still—”

“He’s not,” she says, shaking her head. “It’s been a long time.”

“But—”

“Graham, your dad feels horrible for his past choices.” She pokes her chest with an index finger. “I made choices back then I’m not proud of. We’ve worked on them. We continue to work on them.” She takes a big breath, keeping her eyes on me. “I think it’s time you worked on forgiving him.”

Forgiving him. That seems impossible to me. Gloria has told me that holding on to a grudge only hurts me. But how do I let that all go?

“I’m not sure how to do that,” I tell her truthfully.

“You could start by talking to him, instead of avoiding him.”

I think about her words after I hug her goodbye, as I get ready for the evening shift, and as I drive to the hospital.

My shift at the hospital is busy, but also feels like I’m only going through the motions, and I realize why: Lucy. She isn’t here, joking with me, teasing me, making the time pass faster. I saw her this morning when I met her for a quick swim. I haven’t missed a day since the first time I went with her. It’s my new workout, and it’s quickly become something I look forward to every morning. Even if it’s ridiculously early.

After sending a patient home who came in with abdominal pain and nausea which, after running a gamut of testing, turned out to be stress-related gastritis and indigestion, I sit down in my office and pull out my phone.

It rings only once before she answers.

“I’m not on the clock, Doctor,” Lucy says.

Her voice makes me smile, immediately chasing away the wearisome day I’m having.

“Yeah, but I just wanted to let you know that I nailed today’s challenge.”

“Oh, did you?” she asks, her tone mocking. “Well, good luck, because it will take a lot to beat me.”

“What did you do?”

“I spent time with Ryan,” she says.

I snicker. “You think that’s going to win? You hang out with Ryan all the time.”

“Yes, but I haven’t spent time with just Ryan. He’s always with Morgan. And we used to be super close, and we just . . . aren’t anymore.”

“How was it?” I ask, genuinely wanting to know.

“It was good,” she says. “We talked about stuff that was a long time coming.”

“Oh?” I ask her, wanting to know more but treading lightly if it’s not something she wants to talk about.

“He’s happy I’m swimming again,” she says.

“I’m sure your whole family is.” This is an assumption on my part, but an easy one to make. The Price family has always had each other’s backs.

“They are,” she says. “But Ryan even more so. He was driving that night, you know.”

“When you got in the accident?”

“Yes,” she says. “It wasn’t his fault. It was the drunk guy driving the other car. But he’s carried a lot of guilt, and I don’t think I knew just how much. He said he can’t help but feel bad he walked away with some minor scratches and I ended up with life-changing injuries. What is that called when you feel bad for being okay?”

“Survivor guilt.”

“That’s the one,” she says. “Anyway, we had a good talk.”

“Damn,” I say.

“What?” she asks through a laugh.

“You really are going to win. That was a cheap move.”

She’s laughing now. “Sorry to disappoint. Who did you spend time with?”

“My mom,” I say simply.

“And?”

“It was good.”

I don’t get to explain more because there’s a knock on my door and Evie pops her head in.

“You’re needed in room two, Doctor,” she says.

“Ooooh, you’re in trouble,” Lucy says into my ear. “You got caught on your phone.”

“Be right there,” I tell Evie.

I end the call with Lucy, grab my stethoscope, and hang it around my neck before exiting my office, feeling lighter.
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Lucy

Wednesday, January 17, 12:34 p.m.

From PlainJane2 to GothamGuardian5:

Current favorite Taylor Swift song is Karma. But what does she mean by karma being a cat? It’s catchy but also confusing.

From GothamGuardian5 to PlainJane2:

Welcome to the T. Swift school of learning. Please, take a seat. Many speculate that it’s about Kanye West, but really it’s about being happy and just letting karma do its thing.

From PlainJane2 to GothamGuardian5:

I still don’t get it.

MORGAN GAVE BOTH GRAHAM AND me points for Monday, which I thought was incredibly unfair, but how could I argue, really. We both spent time with important people; I guess I can see why it was hard for her to pick.

Still, I think I’m ahead, since I won the TikTok dance challenge. I’m only up by a point, though. But I’m about to get another one.

It was great to spend time with Ryan—just he and I, for once. He’s so busy commuting up to Reno a few times a week for his marketing job at a tech company called NexGen. I don’t know the specifics of his role, even though he’s tried to explain it to me multiple times. Last time he tried, I told him he should make a recording of his responsibilities so I can use it to help me fall asleep at night. He didn’t think it was as funny as I did.

“I’m gonna kick your butt, Price,” Graham says. I peek around my canvas to see him sitting on a stool, a look of concentration on his face, a paintbrush in his hand.

Currently, we’re in a classroom at the rec center, taking a painting class. This was Morgan’s challenge today. She wanted to do this one last week, but Graham had to work when the class was offered, so we changed it to tonight.

The teacher, Betty, an older woman with a gray bob and a round face, seemed annoyed when, instead of sitting next to each other, we turned our easels so that we’re facing each other and can’t see what the other person is painting. In the end she let us do it because we paid for this class, and no one else in the class seemed to mind. We’re the youngest people here by probably about forty years.

“Sure,” I respond to Graham, my tone sarcastic. “I don’t know, though; I think mine might be better than Van Gogh’s.”

He makes a snorting noise at that, and I go back to working on the moon I’ve already spent too much time on.

We’re re-creating The Starry Night, by the famous painter. This is a beginner’s class, and our teacher, Betty, gave us initial instruction, taught us how to properly use our brushes and how to do some different kinds of brushstrokes, and then let us go on our own to make some magic.

Betty comes by every once in a while and offers tips. I noticed the furrow in her brow when she looked at Graham’s, so he’s either nailing it and she’s impressed, or he’s butchering it and she’s not sure how to tell him. It could go either way.

Mine’s not better than Van Gogh’s, but I do think I’m nailing it, regardless. I like painting. I can see myself doing this more in the future. It’s cathartic and peaceful, taking brushstrokes and turning them into something.

I lean to the side, looking over at Graham. He’s still got his intense face on, his brows pulled down as he works on his painting. He looks kind of adorable as his teeth nibble his bottom lip as he concentrates. In a T-shirt and jeans, he’d be a great model for my Doctors: They’re Just Like Us! calendar that I’ll never make.

We’re both wearing old clothes so if we get paint on them, it won’t matter. I’m rocking my ancient Backstreet Boys T-shirt with a hole in the armpit I’d completely forgotten about. Graham was quick to point it out after I took off my sweatshirt when we got here so I could get down to business.

“Like what you see, Price?” he asks, keeping his eyes on his work, and my stomach does a little flipping thing. Was that . . . flirting? It kind of sounded like it.

I might not have even thought it, had freaking Joelle not gotten into my head with her comment last week. Ever since then I’ve been paying more attention to how he says things, looking for any nuance. But there hasn’t been anything to inspire thoughts of something more. And even if there were more, would I want to entertain those thoughts? I don’t know. Maybe.

I snort out a laugh. “Not even a little, you moldy piece of cheese,” I say back. “I was just imagining what you’ll look like in the hot-pink scrubs covered in sloths that I found.”

This is a lie. I mean, I did find the scrubs. But also . . . I like what I see. How could I not? Graham is an attractive man. He always has been. Thirteen-year-old me can attest to that. But really, I just like that he’s here. This wouldn’t have been half as fun without him. Actually, I probably would have lasted only a couple more days after the food thing before calling it quits. I also don’t know if Morgan would have kept up with it. She’s busy being a teacher and planning a wedding. Her initial bossing me around might have lost its luster after a while. But with Graham joining me, she’s taken it even more seriously.

I don’t know if I would have jumped back into a pool if it hadn’t been for him and this challenge. I hope I would have; it feels silly waiting as long as I did, now that I’m back. But would I have enjoyed it this much if Graham hadn’t come along for the ride? So far, we’ve met up every morning. I don’t know how long that will last. I’m still surprised every time I show up at the rec center and he’s there waiting for me, even when he’s told me the night before he’d be there. I just keep waiting for it to end.

I haven’t had this much fun in a long, long time. And I know it’s due to the man sitting on the other side of this canvas, taking this challenge way too seriously. I love that he’s just as competitive as I am.

“We have just about thirty minutes left,” Betty informs us, and I focus on my painting so I really can pull out a win.

The half hour goes by quickly and I’m doing final touches when Betty says we need to wrap things up.

“You ready to cry, Dr. Shackwell?” I say, touching up one spot that was bothering me. I’m pleased with my painting. I think it’s good enough to hang in my condo. I’ll put it above the pink couch.

“I think you’d better get a tissue for yourself, Price,” he says, clapping back.

“You mean for when I cry tears of horror?”

He laughs at that one.

“Okay, are we ready to do this?” I ask.

“I’m ready,” he says.

We each lift our easels up and carefully turn them so they’re side by side.

I look at Graham’s. It’s not bad, actually. He’s missing the brushstrokes that I think are meant to look like wind, but he’s got all the other elements. The stars, the moon, the trees, and the town. Mine is clearly better, though.

“Nice effort, Price,” he says, pointing at my canvas with the end of the brush he’s still holding.

“Nice effort?” I repeat, giving him an appalled look. “Mine is clearly superior.”

He scoffs. “Hardly,” he says. “Your brushstrokes are weak.”

“Weak?” I say, my mouth falling open.

“Right here,” he says, pointing to the lower right of the canvas, where I may have missed a spot.

“You didn’t even do the wind,” I say, pointing to his.

Betty walks by at this point. “Well done, you two,” she says, her gray bob not moving a millimeter as she nods her head toward our work.

“Can you settle something for us,” I ask the older woman. “Which of these two is the better painting?”

“Oh,” Betty says, looking like I’ve just offended her greatly. “We don’t judge work in my class; everyone is an artist here. You both did a great job.”

“But if you had to pick,” I urge.

“Oh no.” She shakes a finger at me. “Art is subjective. This is not a competition.”

“You’re so right, Betty,” Graham says, giving the older woman a charming smile. “I apologize for my friend here. We all learned a lot tonight. You were an excellent teacher.” He gives her a wink.

“Well, thank you very much,” she titters, reaching up and touching the side of her hair, a coy look on her wrinkled face. “Thank you for coming to the class.” She says this only to Graham, ignoring me completely.

“Flirting with the teacher—that’s low, even for you, Doctor,” I say after she walks away.

“That wasn’t flirting,” he says.

“She thought it was,” I point out, looking over at Betty, who’s talking to an older man across the room. I don’t miss the look she sends in Graham’s direction.

“I can’t help my appeal,” he says. Again, there’s that hint of flirtation in his tone that hasn’t been there before. I wish I didn’t like it so much.

“Right, you old-lady charmer, you.”

His lips pull upward. “Are you going to send pictures to Morgan so we can find out who won this thing?”

I pull my phone out of my back pocket and snap two pictures, sending them to Morgan.

The text comes back only a minute later.

Morgan: The second one is the winner

“Yes!” I yell, startling a man not too far away from us. “Sorry,” I say quickly.

“Geez, Price. Trying to kill people?” Graham says for only me to hear.

“Are you okay?” I ask the man. He’s got his hand on his chest from the jump scare. He waves me off. “There’s a doctor in the house, if not.” I point to Graham, who pushes my hand down, rolling his eyes.

Satisfied that my competitive streak didn’t just give a poor old man a heart attack, I turn to Graham. “I won,” I say, showing him my phone.

He cusses under his breath.

“Why, Dr. Shackwell, watch your language. What if Betty hears you?”

“I want a revote.”

“Should I call Betty over?”

“No,” he says. Then, in a totally unexpected move, he reaches up and, with the paintbrush that’s still in his hand, paints a line down my cheek. I feel a tingling sensation from the wet streak on my skin.

My jaw falls open. “You’ll pay for that,” I say, quickly grabbing my paintbrush. I go for the face, but he’s too fast and I get his arm instead.

I try to get him again, but before I can react, he expertly spins me around, pinning both my arms with just one of his. My back to his front, he pulls me snugly to him.

The movement, paired with the feel of his strong body behind me, makes my breath hitch.

“Excuse me,” Betty says, walking toward us. “No roughhousing around the paints, please.”

“Yeah, Price,” Graham says, his voice low in my ear, sending a prickling sensation down my neck and arm.

“Don’t worry, Betty,” he says, his voice now louder as he directs it at the woman. “I stopped the culprit.”

“You started it,” I say.

Betty shakes her head and turns back around.

“Let me go,” I demand, attempting to get out of his strong grasp.

“And risk you retaliating?” he says again in my ear, and this time I shiver. “No way.”

“I guess we’ll have to stay like this the whole night,” I say, not really minding the thought of that. It’s never been like this between Graham and me. We’ve hugged, sure. We’ve been in close proximity. But there’s something intimate about how he’s holding me now, even if it’s to keep me from painting his face. He’s got on a cologne today that I don’t remember him wearing before. It’s woodsy and I like it.

I stop fighting and lean back into him.

I both feel and hear the quick inhale he takes at the movement, and he quickly lets me go, stepping back from me. I instantly feel cold from the loss of his touch.

I spin around, my brush held out, anticipating the same from him.

He holds his hands up. “Truce,” he says.

“Chicken,” I say.

“No.” He shakes his head. “I’m not up for giving someone chest compressions tonight.” He motions across the room at the old man I startled, who still looks frazzled.

I chortle. “Fine, but this isn’t over.”

“I don’t doubt that.”
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Graham

LUCY GETS ME BACK.

The next night at the ER, she somehow attached a noisemaker to the hydraulics of my office chair, so when I sat on it, it was so loud it made my ears ring for an hour.

My scream came out like a prepubescent boy’s, and she laughed until she cried.

I told her I’ll be paying her back because that was way above and beyond some paint on her face. But since saying that, her senses have been so heightened in my presence, anticipating what I might do next, I feel like that alone is my retaliation.

It’s the next morning and we’re swimming laps in the pool. The beauty of getting here early is that except for a couple of lifeguards, we have the whole place to ourselves. We tried going later in the morning last week, and every lane was filled with teenage girls from the high school team. Lucy loved watching them, though, but agreed it was too much.

“Your age is showing, old man,” Lucy says, pushing her goggles up on her forehead as we come up for air after racing in the pool. Droplets fall down her face, and her chest rises and falls from the exertion.

“I’m tired,” I say, pulling my own goggles up before swiping a hand down my face. It’s the truth. Between working three jobs and getting up early every morning to swim laps with Lucy, not to mention all the effort and time I’m putting into these challenges, I’m feeling it. I wouldn’t change it, though.

“So do you still think you have a job at the hospital?” she asks, her lips curling up into a beautiful smile. She bobs up and down with the water as it ebbs and flows around us.

I chuckle. “I hope so.”

For the challenge yesterday we had to do something spur of the moment. So, while I was standing outside the nurses’ station, Evie walked by, and on a whim I grabbed her and danced her around the area, singing “Fly Me to the Moon”—a favorite of my grandpa’s—loudly to provide us music. She’s so tiny, I practically had to lift her. She was also not cooperative.

When I finally stopped, after what wasn’t more than a minute, I released her and she told me I was fired. But since Evie isn’t my boss, I’m not too worried. Unless she reports me to my actual boss, Dr. Zane, the chief medical officer at the hospital.

Lucy shakes her head when I tell her this. “Her bark is worse than her bite.”

“You better hope so,” I say. Lucy had announced to everyone that she was going to tell a joke for her spur of the moment thing. It wasn’t appropriate, according to Evie. We agreed to no more challenges at work, especially when Evie is around.

“I’m not worried,” Lucy says.

“I won, though,” I say, giving her my best smirk.

Morgan deemed me the winner because she said it was more daring than Lucy’s joke. Apparently, it’s the only one she knows and has told it often. Morgan told her to get new material when she sulked after losing.

“Whatever,” she says.

“Sore loser,” I say.

“Bet I can beat you again,” she says, putting her goggles back on, that competitiveness rearing its pretty head. It’s never been ugly on Lucy.

“You’re on,” I say, putting on my own goggles.

We take off, and even though I’m tired, I put my all into my strokes as I make my way down to the other side of the pool. Once I get there, a stroke ahead of Lucy, I push off the wall of the pool and keep up the momentum.

When I surface at the other side, I’m by myself, and I turn to see that Lucy’s only made it three-quarters of the way, but she’s stuck, bobbing up and down as she tries to keep herself afloat.

I kick off the wall and am back to her in no time.

“Cramp,” she says, her face contorted as she works to stay above the water.

“Hold on to me.” I put her arms around my neck and swim us back to the side of the pool where the ladder is. “Do you think you can climb out?”

“Just give me a second,” she says, shaking her head, her arms still around me. “It’s a bad one.”

“Have you been drinking water?”

“Yes, you overcooked noodle,” she says, her voice strained.

“I’ve got you,” I say. With one arm around her waist, I hold on to a ladder rung for support with the other. “Try flexing your toes up and down.”

She moves her hands to my shoulders for balance, wincing as she flexes.

With her holding on to me, I pull my goggles off my head and throw them up on the deck of the pool.

She removes one of her hands from my neck and tries to take off her own goggles but then winces from the pain of the cramp.

“Let me help,” I say. She grabs on to me as I remove her eyewear, as well as her swim cap. I toss them up by mine.

“Thank you,” she says, her face still scrunched.

“Keep flexing,” I tell her, softly pushing her hair away from her face with my hand, letting it travel down to the wet strands that now hang around her shoulders.

I’ve been touching Lucy a lot lately, I’ve noticed. More hugging, more having a hand on her when we’re communicating. It felt like a lot more when we were painting the other night and I held her to me. True, it was to keep her from getting more paint on me, but I liked it. I liked having her so near me. I like it now, too.

She’s close to me, holding on as she continues to stretch and flex her leg. I see the moment when the cramp releases and her face relaxes.

“You okay?” I ask.

“Yes,” she says, relief on her face. She wraps her arms around my neck, and closing her eyes, she leans into me, nuzzling into my neck. I snake an arm around her waist, still holding on to the ladder to keep us above water.

“That looked like a bad one,” I say, rubbing her back with my free hand.

“The worst,” she says. “I used to get them back in high school. I’d forgotten how painful they could be.”

“You probably need to drink more water,” I tell her, not being able to stop myself from the diagnosis.

She pulls her head back, our faces close. “Duly noted, Doctor. I’ll drink more water.” She gives me a quick nod. “Thanks for saving me.”

I smile. “You’re welcome. I doubt you would have drowned, though. You’re too feisty to let a leg cramp stop you.”

“It’s true,” she says. I watch as a drop of water starts at her temple and runs down her face, and over her full pink lips.

My eyes snag there, on her lips. She’s so close, her body up against mine in this pool, her arms still around my neck, the water lapping up against us. She feels warm and good.

Her smile drops, and one of her hands runs from my neck down to my chest, where it lands, my heart picking up pace beneath it.

The tension between us pulls taut. Heat spreads from my head down to my toes. I inch closer, feeling her warm breath on my lips. I’m breathing heavier, like I’m in a trance, Lucy’s own inhales keeping pace. We’re like two magnets drawn to each other. My fingers splay across her back. I feel the pull—the intense draw—to feel her soft lips against mine. It’s all I can think about.

A whistle in the distance makes us both jump, causing a collision of noses. We break apart as a quick, slightly painful, tingling sensation erupts from mine.

“Ow,” Lucy says, reaching up and covering her nose with her hand.

“That hurt,” I say, touching my own.

“Am I bleeding?” she asks, pulling her hand away from her nose and tilting her head back.

“You’re good,” I say. “Me?”

She shakes her head. “I don’t see anything.”

“You got me good,” I say.

“You’re blaming me?”

“Yes,” I say. She is sort of to blame, after all; if her leg hadn’t cramped then we wouldn’t have been so close . . . then I wouldn’t have thought about . . . damn. That was close.

“Are you okay to climb up the ladder now, Price?” I say, massaging my still-painful nose with my fingertips.

Yes, that’s good, Graham. Get yourself back to the friend zone. You’re friends with Lucy. Friends. A friend that you just nearly kissed. You definitely have never thought of doing that with a guy friend, you monster.

“I’m good,” she says, and I move out of the way of the ladder as she hoists herself up and out of the pool.

I give myself a second, taking in a deep breath, before climbing out.
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LATER THAT MORNING, WORKING AT the spa, I’m sitting in the break room between appointments, drinking some coffee, wondering how I can be such a weak loser of a person. Shame is sticking to me like a proverbial Kick Me sign.

The employee space at the spa is a lot different than the room at the hospital. It’s thoughtfully decorated, with a fridge full of sodas, one of those coffee machines that uses pods—with a rack full of options—and a basket full of various snacks. A stark contrast to the sterile room at Aspen General with its uncomfortable chairs and noisy vending machine.

“Dr. Shackwell,” a female voice says, and I look up to see Jenna Peterson walking into the room, a soft smile on her attractive face. She’s one of the aestheticians at this touristy spa.

“Hey,” I say in response.

She goes over to the refrigerator and grabs something before taking a seat in one of the matching white chairs at the table where I’m seated. She sets the cold Coke on the table, popping the tab, the can making a distinctive fizzing sound as it opens.

I look off into the distance, still working through my shame cycle. I can feel her looking at me.

Once upon a time, I flirted with this woman. It was actually she who started me down this journey of self-discovery, one that made me recognize the person I’d become and that I didn’t like him all that much. She saw through all my BS. It was honestly a pivotal moment. And clearly, I still have a lot to work through.

“You look sullen,” she says before taking a drink. “What’s got you feeling down today, Graham?”

The woman is a wizard. Although, I’m sure I’m giving off some low-key self-hatred vibes right now. Probably anyone would pick up on it.

Regardless, I’m glad she called me by my first name. For a minute, I tried going by my middle name—Kal-El, after Superman, a name I have my dad to thank for. But I realized quickly it was a stupid idea. I think subconsciously I had already been looking for a change when I started trying out the name. Jenna has been known to call me by my first, middle, or last name. Whatever she’s feeling in the moment.

I look away from my coffee cup, where I’d been mindlessly moving my thumb over the spa’s logo, and at the woman sitting across from me. The large diamond on her finger with a band of diamonds underneath—a newish accessory—sparkles under the overhead recessed lighting. She got married at the end of October. Apparently, it was at the pumpkin farm her family owns.

“You ever thought about being a therapist?” I ask her.

“I did, for a brief moment, before I realized it was me who needed the therapy,” she says, giving me a smile. “I go to a good one—do you need her info?” She places an elbow on the table and props her chin up with her hand.

I chuckle. “I’m already seeing someone; thanks, though,” I say.

“Are you?” She looks pleasantly surprised.

I nod. Too bad the challenge today isn’t to tell someone a secret, because I just nailed that. Jenna is now the second person who knows about my leap into counseling. Instead, I’m to cook a meal for myself that I’ve never made before. Something I’d pictured Lucy doing with me, and I’d planned to ask her, but after this morning’s events, it’s probably better if I don’t.

“Impressive,” she says, her expression congruent with her words.

“I’m not sure it’s helping,” I say. “I . . . it is, I just feel like I have a long way to go.”

“Don’t we all,” she says. “Do you . . . want to talk about it?”

I lift a shoulder. I don’t really want to talk about it. But I give in because Jenna will get it out of me somehow. She’s good at that.

I cross one leg over the other, leaning farther back in my chair. “I think I sort of failed an assignment from my therapist,” I tell her.

“Ah.” She nods her head. “I’ve done that a time or two since I started with mine.”

“I don’t like the feeling.”

I know nothing really happened except a couple of hurt noses, but it’s the fact that I wanted to kiss her. So badly. I probably would have, had someone not blown a whistle.

She smiles. “I like to think of it as more of a setback rather than failing.”

“That’s a better way to look at it,” I say.

“It feels easier to fix a setback.”

“True,” I say.

“Do you . . . want to fix it?”

“Yes, but the problem with this setback is that it makes me not trust myself.”

That’s the hardest part of this. I feel like I can’t be trusted. By myself, by Lucy. I know she wasn’t pushing away from me; I think if I would have kissed her, she would have kissed me back.

But then what? Kisses complicate things. Kissing Lucy would definitely complicate things.

Maybe I’m broken and incapable of being friends with someone of the opposite sex. Maybe I’m incapable of friendship at all. It was me who ruined things with Kyle.

But the thought of not being around Lucy spawns a hollowness inside me. I’m a thirty-four-year-old man doing these ridiculous challenges, that are more fit for a teenager, because of her, and I’ve never felt happier.

Until today.

“Want my advice?” Jenna asks.

“Okay,” I say, not sure what she can offer since I’ve been pretty vague.

“Fix it,” she says, lifting a shoulder as she says it. “Recommit to doing the assignment.”

I give her a half smile. “That easy, huh?”

“It’s that easy.”
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Lucy

Sunday, January 20, 10:17 a.m.

From PlainJane2 to GothamGuardian5:

You’re a guy, right?

From GothamGuardian5 to PlainJane2:

Uh . . . yes. Last time I checked.

From PlainJane2 to GothamGuardian5:

Just making sure. You never know on these sites.

So, since you’re a guy, I’m curious. What kind of signals do you give someone if you’re interested in them?

From GothamGuardian5 to PlainJane2:

Usually, I just tell them. Unless I get the vibe that it wouldn’t be well received. If I’m not sure, I try flirting, and see if it’s reciprocated.

From PlainJane2 to GothamGuardian5:

Interesting. Boys are dumb.

From GothamGuardian5 to PlainJane2:

You’re not wrong. T. Swift has made a career of pointing that out.

“YOU BETTER NOT PUSH ME off this mountain, Price,” Graham says as we stand at an overlook of the lake and the mountains on a late Sunday afternoon. The sun is setting, tinging the sky orange, pink, and indigo. It’s an incredible view. The company . . . debatable.

“I’m considering it,” I tell him, holding my phone up and snapping a couple of pictures.

Today’s challenge was photography inspired. We’re to take a picture of the sunset and send it to Morgan for her to judge. It couldn’t be any old sunset—it had to be from this particular lookout. Which was oddly specific, but when she suggested that Graham and I drive up together, I knew what she was up to. But I let him drive me up these winding mountain roads because it’s winter and it’s snowy and cold.

I didn’t tell her about Friday morning and . . . whatever that was. I think Graham was going to kiss me. It really felt like he was going to. I think I wanted him to. He was so tender with me when my leg cramped up, so willing to help. And then we were so close, and he was looking at my lips, and my heart felt like it was going to pound out of my chest.

He hasn’t mentioned it since then, and neither have I. I think we’re pretending like it didn’t happen.

It did happen, though. And I’ve been replaying the moment often, because, sadly, it may have been one of the most sensual moments of my life so far . . . an almost kiss. My gosh, that’s pathetic.

What would have happened if that stupid whistle hadn’t gone off?

It would have been a bad idea. That’s what I keep telling myself. But then I wonder . . . would it? Until last week, I’d only been thinking of Graham as a friend. I obviously find the man attractive, but that feels something more akin to breathing—a natural thing. He’s handsome—that’s widely acknowledged. He’s the star of my fake hot-doctor calendars, after all.

But I’d noticed, even before the kiss-that-wasn’t, that he’s started touching me more—a brush of his hand on my arm, a quick rub of my shoulder when he walks by at the hospital . . . and I like it. Maybe I’m just so desperate for attention from the opposite sex that my hormones are like: Look, there’s a man; he’ll do. But I don’t think that’s what is happening here. I feel like I’m developing real more-than-friendly feelings for the guy.

In addition to his obvious good looks, Graham’s funny, and witty, and gentle . . . and he’s kind. I still haven’t seen any sign of the player I was warned about, not even in his interactions with others. You’d think I’d have seen something by now, some modicum of proof. But the only evidence I have is what Kyle said, and what Graham himself has alluded to. It doesn’t add up on my end.

But even so, I shouldn’t like Graham. Especially since, that almost-possible kiss aside, Graham has shown so little interest in me in that regard, beyond a couple of potential flirtatious lines and some basic touching. None of that does a smitten man make. Not that I know what a man who’s interested in more looks like, since as was previously pointed out, the moment in the pool might have been the sexiest of my life so far.

I’ve got to put myself out there more. What’s happening with Graham is that he’s around. He’s the low-hanging fruit in my life. Whatever I’m feeling for Graham is just inexperienced me making something out of nothing. Maybe I should see if GothamGuardian5 wants to meet in person sometime. Although, he’s never alluded to wanting to progress things to meeting in person. I’m living in the friend zone with every man in my life, I guess.

“I just took the winning picture,” Graham says.

I snort. “Sure you did.”

He might have; I’ve been thinking about the kiss-that-wasn’t this whole time and mindlessly taking shots. I better get my head on straight so I can win this challenge. Especially considering Graham won the last two nights. Friday it was to cook something you’ve never made before, and yesterday’s was to leave a generous tip for someone.

I still maintain that he ordered takeout for the cooking challenge; the chicken marsala he made looked too well-plated in my opinion. He even garnished it with parsley. Who does that? My lasagna, while good, didn’t set up all that well and sort of looked like lasagna vomit. Apparently, it is possible to add too much cheese.

And of course his tip was more generous than mine for yesterday’s challenge. The man makes way more money than I do.

“Are you done yet?” Graham asks as I take another shot. “I think one of my toes might have just been lost to frostbite.”

“Bonus: you can save yourself some money by amputating it yourself,” I tell him, giving my best smirk.

“I’m sure you’d love to assist me with that,” he says.

“I’ve got a dull knife and some peroxide back at my place.”

“Seriously, though, can we leave? I’ve already kicked your butt.”

“You wish,” I say, taking yet another picture. I’m only prolonging this to be annoying now. I’ve actually taken the shot I want to use. It captures all the color, and I caught it just as a hawk was flying by. Get ready to lose, Graham Shackwell.

We get in the car, and as the air and the seats warm up, we quickly text our pictures to Morgan, sending them individually instead of in the group chat.

She texts back only a minute later.

Morgan: Graham wins

“What?” I say, turning to Graham. “You couldn’t possibly beat me.” I hold my phone up, showing him my picture.

His eyebrows raise when he sees mine. “I told you I’d kick your butt.”

“How?” I’m seriously baffled.

“I guess Morgan knows talent when she sees it.”

“Mine has to be better than yours. I caught a hawk flying over the horizon.” I point to my screen.

He raises a shoulder. “I guess that wasn’t enough.”

“Well, show me yours,” I demand.

“No,” he says.

I let my phone drop. “You sent her a picture of your washboard abs, didn’t you?”

“What?” He’s looking at me like I have two heads.

“You did! While I was taking mine, you lifted your shirt and snapped a selfie. Morgan wouldn’t be able to say no to that.”

“I have on double layers. It would have been hard to do that,” he says. “But thank you for the compliment.”

“It wasn’t a compliment; it’s merely an observation.”

“Okay,” he says, like he’s not buying it.

I ignore him, not giving him the satisfaction. Have I stared at his pretty torso when we’ve been swimming? Of course. Sue me.

“I’m gonna need to see proof,” I say, holding my hand out for his phone.

“I think I’ll let you stew in your failures.”

“Graham Shackwell,” I say, forcing his name out through gritted teeth, each syllable sounding like a struggle.

He turns in his seat. “Has anyone ever told you you’re a terrible loser?”

“Of course. Have you met me?”

He chuckles, shaking his head.

“Let me see your picture. I showed you mine; now you show me yours.”

He sucks his lips between his teeth.

My lips pull upward, even though I fight them not to give me away. I purposefully said it to goad him, and it worked. “Say what’s in your head, Doctor,” I taunt him.

He keeps his mouth shut, still moving his head back and forth.

“You know you want to.”

“I don’t. I’m an adult.”

I chortle. “Just show me the picture.”

“Fine,” he says, and pulling his phone out of his coat pocket, he taps on a couple of things before turning his phone to me.

I rear my head back when I see it. “It’s a freaking sunset.”

He lifts his shoulder. “Yeah, that was the challenge.”

“But . . . yours is just a sunset. With mountains. That’s it.”

“Maybe she liked the colors better.”

“They’re the same colors as mine! We were taking a picture of the same freaking sunset. I had a hawk. A hawk!”

“Well, I won. Want to get dinner?”

“No,” I say, turning toward the window, away from him. I’m so annoyed right now. “I don’t eat dinner with cheaters.”

“How did I cheat?”

“You . . . you . . .” I stop because I don’t know how he cheated—I just know he did. “You . . . bribed Morgan.”

“I may be a lot of things, Price, but I do not bribe people,” he says.

“Then you’re in cahoots with her.”

“Cahoots? Are you seventy?”

“Just take me to dinner,” I say. “You’re buying.”

“I think it’s usually the loser who buys dinner,” he says.

“Not in this case.”

“You got it,” he says before putting his car in drive and pulling onto the two-lane road.
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Graham

“WELL, IF IT ISN’T GRAHAM Shackwell,” a woman with curly red hair says as Lucy and I approach the bar. She gives me a wink while she pulls glasses from a rack, wiping them down with a white towel.

“Good to see you, Charlotte,” I say, giving her a quick wave.

It’s not all that good to see her.

The challenge tonight was to do some karaoke, because not only are Morgan and Ryan avid pickleball players, but they also like to sing for strangers together. I think they should just declare themselves fifty-five-year-olds and move into one of the many retirement communities here in Aspen Lake.

I don’t mind karaoke; I can even keep a tune, though not all that well. What I do mind is where we are: The Eagle’s Den, a downtown bar a couple of doors down from the spa. It’s a popular hangout for locals and the many tourists we get here, especially right now during ski season.

It’s also one of my old haunts.

It’s dimly lit and pretty crowded and kind of dingy. Now that I’m seeing it through different eyes, I’m surprised I used to hang out here as much as I did. But old me was a regular. You could catch me here most weekend nights—and some weekdays, depending on my schedule—talking up pretty women, including the one standing behind the bar giving me a knowing smile.

I don’t want to be here. I could be home crocheting my scarf, or I’d even rather listen to patients who’ve diagnosed themselves using Google, which is the worst. I don’t like the feel of this place, and I don’t like the woman standing next to me right now knowing that I ever spent time here. Not because it’s a bad place, or the people here are terrible, but this was a past life, one I’m no longer okay with, and I’d rather she not see it.

Lucy doesn’t fit in here. Wearing a black knee-length dress with a jean jacket and boots, her pretty hair loose and hanging just over her shoulders . . . I can’t put my finger on why, but I just don’t like seeing her here. Maybe it’s because I know the kind of man that frequents this place. Because I used to be that guy.

“Who you got with you tonight?” Charlotte asks, with a nod toward Lucy.

“This is Lucy,” I say, holding out a hand toward Lucy, annoyed that Charlotte made it sound like I’m here every night with a different woman.

“Hi.” Lucy waves. “You have beautiful hair.”

“Thank you,” Charlotte says, giving her a wink.

“What are you drinking tonight?” she asks us both before turning her gaze on me. “You want your regular, Graham?”

“What’s your regular?” Lucy turns to me, her hazel eyes looking up with interest.

“Whiskey sour,” Charlotte answers for me while running a rag around the inside of a tumbler.

“Not tonight. I’ll have a Coke, thanks,” I say to her. Her eyes widen just slightly at that, before she nods. Not drinking is probably the easiest change I’ve made. In my former life, I only drank on nights I didn’t have work the next day, because hangovers and working in the medical field aren’t the best combo, but on those nights that was my usual drink of choice, and Charlotte knows how to make a good one.

In the background, music starts up, and I look over my shoulder to see two blonde women begin belting out “Before He Cheats” by Carrie Underwood.

“I’ll have a Coke, too,” Lucy yells, her voice straining to be heard over what I can only describe as screeching coming out of the speakers right now.

“I’m on it,” Charlotte says. She makes quick work of getting the drinks for us, and I give her some cash once we have them in hand.

We walk toward our table where Ryan and Morgan are seated toward the back of the crowd, up against the wall, drinks in front of them as well as a song book full of options. They’re both singing and clapping along with the screeching. Ryan looks toward us and gives me a closed-mouth smile. I think he’s decided that whatever he’s heard, he’s okay with me, because he’s no longer making comments about staying away from his sister.

“You look like you’re in pain, Doctor,” Lucy says, leaning into me so her voice can be heard over the loud sounds coming from the speakers.

“I am,” I say with a head nod toward the singers.

“It’s karaoke,” she says. “It’s just supposed to be fun.”

“You do this often?” I ask her.

She shakes her head. “It’s been a long time. Probably years.”

“Me too,” I say. I actually can’t remember the last time I got up and sang in front of anyone like this. I think it was during med school.

“Can we go next so we can get this over with?” I ask. I drove, picking her up from her condo on the way. The sooner we get done, the sooner I can get her out of here. Myself too.

“Afraid you’re going to lose to me, Shackwell?” she asks, a sly grin on her face. She’s never called me by my last name before—that’s usually my thing with her. I shouldn’t like it as much as I do.

“No way, Price,” I say as we take a seat, our chairs close together, so close I can feel her leg pressed up against mine.

She takes a sip of her Coke before looking around the room, like she’s really taking it all in.

“So, this is where Graham Shackwell hangs out,” she says, leaning her head toward me, her warm breath making the hairs on my neck stand up.

I shake my head. “I haven’t been here in months.”

“Why?” she asks.

“I work three jobs,” I say.

She nods, but I can see her thinking. I don’t think it’s meant to be in a judgmental way—more like information she’s using to piece together the story. It’s not the jobs that keep me from coming here. It is an active choice on my part.

“Well done, ladies,” says the MC for the night once the screeching sisters have finished. I recognize him as a bartender named Ed who’s been around here for a long time. “Next up we have Morgan, singing ‘I Will Survive.’”

We all clap as Morgan stands up and Ryan whistles after her. I pick up the book on the table so I can find a song to do and then get us both out of here. The sooner, the better.

The music starts up, and Morgan starts to sing. She’s not half-bad; she can definitely hold a tune. By the time she’s into the second chorus, most of the people here are clapping and singing along with her.

After she finished to loud cheering, a guy named Brett gets up, and it takes me a second to realize it’s the Brett I know from my time hanging out here because he’s got his signature dark curly hair covered by a baseball hat. It’s definitely him, though. He’s the picture of the man I’m trying not to be—still hanging out at The Eagle’s Den, hitting on women like it’s a sport. Or maybe not. Maybe this is his first time back after some time too. Either way, I don’t like him. We’ve never really gotten along, but probably because he always treated me like we were competitors. I wonder if he even noticed my absence over the past several months. He probably appreciated it.

He starts singing a country song I’ve never heard before. I’m the odd man out as the crowd around me, including Lucy, starts singing along.

I hand the song book to Lucy after I make my pick. Grabbing one of the song request forms off the table, I write my choice down quickly, careful to hide the paper from the wandering eyes of the woman next to me. Just in case seeing mine would make her change her song. I think I’ll win this one purely due to the shock value.

We turn our songs in, and now we just have to wait.

I look around the bar, seeing some familiar faces at the pool table in the corner where I’ve played countless games, at the old jukebox in the corner where I’d pay to hear a song I thought would impress the woman I was talking to. What a douche move.

It’s weird to be back here and feel like I don’t fit in anymore and to not miss it. And I don’t miss my old life. To be honest, I don’t even know what kind of life I’m looking for now; I just know this isn’t it. It felt like I was constantly chasing happiness, but it always fell just out of my reach.

“Okay, thank you, Brett,” Ed the MC says, and Brett exits the makeshift stage to cheers from the growing crowd. “Next up we have Ryan, singing ‘Sweet Caroline.’”

Ryan gets up to sing, and it’s obvious within seconds that he knows how to work a crowd. He’s got us all yelling the words right away, including all the extra additions that have been added over time.

Lucy is joining in, laughing and singing along. Have we actually found something the Price children don’t become ridiculously competitive over?

My name is called next, and I get out of my seat with cheers from Lucy, Ryan, and Morgan. In my haste to get to the makeshift stage so I can get this over with, I run into someone.

“Sorry,” I say, trying to quickly move around the woman. She looks vaguely familiar—long dark hair, high cheekbones, and beautiful eyes framed by long dark lashes.

“Graham?” she asks, giving me the smile of familiarity.

“Yeah,” I say, racking my brain trying to figure out how I know her.

She points to herself. “Jordan,” she says, giving me a chagrined look. Even in this dim lighting I can see the hurt in her eyes as I try to recall how we’ve met.

“Right, of course,” I say, recognition dawning, even though the details are blurred around the edges. It was one of the last nights I hung out here. Jordan and I flirting . . . dancing to a song on the jukebox . . . a tab full of drinks . . . waking up in a place I didn’t recognize.

My stomach drops. Old me was such a jackass. This woman standing in front of me deserves so much more than the person I was. She doesn’t deserve a guy who promises to call and never does. Not a detail I remember specifically, just something I know I did . . . a lot. In my attempt to keep myself from getting hurt, I left a lot of innocent people in my wake.

“Get up here, Graham,” Ed says over the speakers, and I look up to see him waving me over to sing my song. I’m holding up the show. Singing is kind of the last thing I want to do right now. I want to slink out of this place and go home to my empty house by myself. It’s what I deserve.

“Better go,” Jordan says, putting a hand on my arm. She leans in so her lips are right by my ear. “Come find me after.”

I nod, knowing full well I won’t. I want to tell her I’m sorry, that she deserves so much more than the kind of guy I’m trying so hard not to be. Jordan’s worthy of a man who calls when he says he will, who’ll cherish the time he has with her. Maybe that’s not what she’s looking for right now, but it’s what she deserves. I’m sorry I wasn’t that kind of guy. I don’t even know if I’m that kind of man now. I hope I can be someday.

I walk over to the stage, feeling like I should maybe bow out of this one. I’m not in the mood to sing anything right now. My stomach turns when Ed hands me the microphone.

The music starts, and I have a choice right now. I could make a run for it. Just hand the mic back and leave. Or I can get through it. I’m not trying to win this thing, not with all the ghosts of past Graham staring back at me. Lucy can totally have this one.

I look to her then, the one representation of the person I’m trying to be. Lucy. My friend. Someone who’s become so important to me in a short amount of time, which I didn’t know was possible. In her I can see the changes I’ve made. I can see New Graham when I look at Lucy.

When our eyes catch and she gives me a devious smile, lifting her chin as she runs the back of her thumb across her throat, ever the competitor, I smile. And just like that, with one look from Lucy, I’ve changed my mind. I’m going to bring my A game.

Old me would have never picked the song I’m about to do, but when the lyrics come up on the screen in front of me, I give it my all as I start singing “Look What You Made Me Do” by Taylor Swift.
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Lucy

Tuesday, January 22, 6:51 p.m.

From GothamGuardian5 to PlainJane2:

In the same vein as our last conversation, have you ever had to hide your feelings for someone? If so, how did you do it?

From PlainJane2 to GothamGuardian5:

Oh, that’s easy. I just gaslight myself into thinking I never liked them in the first place.

From GothamGuardian5 to PlainJane2:

Does that work?

From PlainJane2 to GothamGuardian5:

It definitely does not. 0/10 don’t recommend.

I SHAKE MY HEAD AT the stage as I watch Graham in jeans and a black button-up shirt sing the Taylor Swift song, and not all that badly either. That little freaking cheater.

It’s not cheating per se, but it feels like it. He was obviously holding back his karaoke prowess and so that makes him a stinky candle. A dusty bookcase. A broken massage chair.

My kind insults are not fitting the bill right now. He’s a butt. Which, coincidentally, is what he’s shaking for the crowd right now. Grrrrr. He looks like the perfect model for my Doctors Gone Wild calendar.

I wasn’t sure what I was expecting from the man; he looked a little green when he was about to start, almost like he might make a run for it. Maybe that was just part of his grand plan to trick me and to win this challenge with Morgan.

At least he’s not looking as uncomfortable as he was when we first got here. I thought the man had attached a pole to his back, his posture was so rigid. He also seemed skittish, like someone might pop out and scare him at any second. I gather he doesn’t like this place, even though it’s pretty obvious that he spent time here. A lot of time, I’m guessing.

Looks like he’s moved past that, because he’s currently laying on the charm and the crowd is eating this up. They’re all singing along, whooping, calling his name. He points in my direction as he sings the words look what you made me do, and I can’t stop myself from laughing.

“It’s gonna be hard to beat this,” Morgan says, leaning in toward me so I can hear her.

“Don’t you worry,” I say, giving her my best smirk. “I’ll kick his butt.”

“I’m not worried, but you should be.”

“Are you trying to rile me up?” I scrunch my face at her. I’m still annoyed with her because she picked Graham as the winner of the photography contest on Sunday. She’s definitely got some kind of bias. Stupid Graham and his beautiful face.

She smiles, deviously. “Of course not.”

I am going to kick Graham’s heinie, but first maybe I should consider changing my song. It seems dumb now in comparison. But I’m pretty sure I’m next, which means I wouldn’t have time to figure something else out. I’ll have to stick with the one I picked and make sure I work this crowd harder than Graham is right now.

Of course, I think this just as the man suggestively pops open a button at the top of his shirt. I won’t know what to do if he strips the entire thing off and shows everyone that torso I’ve been privileged to see pretty much every morning for the past couple of weeks. Mostly because I would never do that myself. I’m not that competitive. I’m pretty sure.

“Take it off!” someone yells, and it only takes me a second to realize it’s Ryan. I look over to see him and Morgan laughing hysterically.

Luckily Graham keeps his shirt on as he finishes the song to loud cheers. Ryan and Morgan jump to their feet and clap for him, which is quite rude and, frankly, insensitive. I’m sitting right here.

“Let’s hear it for Graham,” the MC says, his voice booming out of the speakers. Pretty much everyone is making noise for my stupid competitor right now. They also have no idea this is a competition, but still.

Graham hands him the microphone and then waves to his fawning fans as he walks off the makeshift stage and back toward our table.

The same woman who stopped him on his way up to sing stops him again. Smiling, she wraps her arms around his neck and gives him a big hug. His hands go to her waist, and my insides twist. I should probably look away. I feel . . . something. Hurt? No, that’s too much. Dejected? That’s worse. Jealous? I don’t think so. I . . . don’t really know what I’m feeling.

Whatever it is, it’s unfounded. I shouldn’t feel anything. This should mean nothing to me. Graham can hug beautiful women anytime he wants. I have no hold on him; we’re just friends. Besides, I’m making assumptions here. She could be his long-lost cousin, and they have finally reunited. Or a coworker at one of his many jobs. I’m also pretty sure she’s neither of those things. She holds on to him with a touch so familiar that even my inexperienced eyes can piece together the obvious.

I need to stop looking in their direction, but I can’t seem to direct my eyes away. Graham finally pulls himself out of the hug, and with a few words and a kind smile, he starts walking back toward us. I quickly look away, leaning in toward Morgan like I’ve been part of her and Ryan’s conversation and had no idea that anything transpired just ten feet from us.

“All right, next up, we have Lucy,” the MC says.

I get up from my chair, take off my jean jacket, and hand it to Morgan because I’m about to throw it down right now and I don’t need anything holding me back. I take a path toward the stage, one which doesn’t go by Graham because . . . just because. I didn’t like seeing him with that woman, and I don’t like that I didn’t like it, so I need some space. I also need to get my head in the game. I have a challenge to win, and I’m going to give Graham a run for his money. He’ll be wearing pink unicorn scrubs if it’s the last thing I do.

I take a breath as I walk up to the MC, giving him my best bright—and fake—smile.

“Give it up for Lucy,” he says, handing me the spare cordless microphone. Thanks to Graham, the crowd is already hyped up. Hopefully I keep the energy going and ramp it up even more.

There’s not much of an intro, so I get right to it and start singing the words to “ . . . Baby One More Time” by Britney Spears.

“Yes!” I hear Morgan scream over the crowd, and I look over to see her with her hands in the air.

I may not have Graham’s onstage charisma, but the key to winning isn’t always being the best—it can also be knowing your judge. And I know Morgan. I also know that in college, we spent a ridiculous amount of time learning a dance to this particular song, and I still remember it.

I’m not wearing a sexy schoolgirl uniform, but I can make do in this simple black dress. I’m doing my best to keep the tune and do the steps while holding the microphone in one hand. This isn’t easy because Morgan and I obviously learned the dance with usage of both arms. We also had fake head mics that we made using plastic spoons attached to headbands.

I did say I didn’t date much in college, right?

I do my best with what I have, singing the words and doing the moves, managing even to do a pretty good one-arm shimmy. It seems to be working with the crowd, since they have all been singing along and cheering. It keeps me going.

I get to the bridge and the music slows down, and so I walk out into the crowd, singing as I go. I spy a couple of cute guys sitting together and recognize one as the man who sang the Jelly Roll song earlier. He’s pretty cute, with a hat on his head, and he’s looking at me with a broad smile on his face. Not really thinking it through, I plop myself down in his lap and wrap an arm around his shoulder while I sing the rest of the bridge and the next chorus to him. He doesn’t look mad about it; in fact, he’s singing along with me, and I hold the microphone between us.

I go back to the stage area and finish off the song, giving the crowd a pose with my arm up, my fingers spread wide. I’m out of breath and I hope I never have to see video evidence of this, but I did it. And I’m getting big cheers from the crowd. Perhaps even a little more than Graham. Probably not, but I’ll keep telling myself that. Anyway, the crowd doesn’t matter—Morgan does, and she has a big grin on her face when I get back to the table.

“Lucy, that was amazing!” she yells.

“Thanks,” I say, feeling jittery as the adrenaline from the last few minutes starts leaving my body. I grab my jean jacket from Morgan and put it on. “Who won?”

Graham is sitting with his arms folded, smiling at me while he shakes his head. “You can’t even give Morgan a second to breathe?”

“What?” I say, looking at him and then at Morgan. “It shouldn’t take that long.”

“Actually, I need to think about it,” she says.

“Oh, come on,” I say. “I freaking sat in some rando’s lap. It’s clear who the winner is.”

“That was pretty impressive,” she says. “Very unlike you.”

“It was gross,” Ryan says.

“I’m going to have to agree with Ryan,” Graham adds.

I give Graham my best smug expression. “Wishing you tried that one, Shackwell?”

“No,” he says. “I don’t need manipulation tactics like that to get the crowd going.”

“Oh right, so that half-striptease you did wasn’t manipulation?”

“It was one button,” he says.

I turn to Morgan. “I need to use the bathroom, so make up your mind already.”

“Lucy, just go to the bathroom and I’ll let you know when you get back.” She gives me an exasperated look.

“Okay, but don’t let him schmooze you,” I say, pointing to Graham.

Graham holds up his hands, the picture of innocence. “I would never. By the way, Morgan, would you like something to drink?” He gives her his most charming smile.

I roll my eyes before leaving them, walking around the corner toward the back of the bar where the bathrooms are located. I make quick work of using the facilities and then wash my hands before wetting the edge of a paper towel and running it under my eyes where my eyeliner had run a bit from all my efforts.

As I head back to my friends, the man whose lap I threw myself on stops me.

“Hey,” he says, his mouth pulled up into a smile. It’s a captivating one—big with straight white teeth. He’s tall, with broad shoulders. The T-shirt he’s wearing hugs him just right. Under his hat I can see tufts of dark-brown hair peeking out.

“Hi,” I say, grinning back.

“Great work up there,” he says.

“Thanks for the . . . uh, use of your lap?” I don’t know why that comes out as a question, and also what am I even saying? Thank goodness I didn’t say lap dance, because it was on the tip of my tongue.

He chuckles. “Not a problem. Anytime.” His smile morphs into something more playful. “You’ve got some great dancing skills.”

“Oh”—I wave his words away with my hand—“I’m rusty.”

“You could have fooled me. I’m Brett, by the way,” he says, holding out his hand.

“Lucy,” I say, placing my hand in his. His hand is warm, and it practically engulfs mine.

“Lucy. I like that name.”

“Thanks, it’s been my name all my life,” I say, as I let go of his hand.

Good one, me. I should leave now because he’s sure to think I’m a moron, but instead he laughs.

“You’re funny,” he says.

“Thanks. I . . . like your hat.” I point upward, toward his light-gray baseball cap with a white Yankees logo on the front.

“Are you a fan?”

“Of baseball?”

He nods, his eyes full of interest, like he really wants to know my answer.

“No,” I say honestly.

This makes him laugh louder, which is kind of unexpected because it wasn’t all that funny. But I like that Brett is quick to laugh. It’s a good quality in a person.

“Can I . . . buy you a drink?” Brett asks, reaching up and rubbing the back of his neck like he’s nervous to ask me this.

“Oh,” I say, my eyebrows moving up my forehead.

Wow, okay, so I’m a little late to the meeting here, but Brett, it would seem, is flirting with me. What do I do? I feel like I want to ask Morgan what I should do right now. But I’m also an adult woman who can make up her own mind.

“Sure,” I say.

“Okay,” he says. “Follow me.”

I let him guide me through the tables and crowd, passing a man and woman doing a mostly terrible duet of “Shallow” from that movie with Lady Gaga.

I lock eyes with Morgan as I walk by our table and have a quick silent conversation only best friends can have. Her eyes are saying, Look at you with a hot man! And mine are saying, Help, I have no idea what I’m doing. She shoos me away with her hand. Guess I’m on my own.

Graham looks up from his phone just in time to see Brett and me walk by, and I make brief eye contact with him and then quickly turn away, keeping my focus on the task at hand: me heading to the bar so a handsome man can buy me a drink. It dawns on me right now how insanely different my life is than it was less than a month ago. Before, most Tuesday nights of mine were spent either working or hanging out by myself. This really is the year of Lucy.

We sidle up to the bar and Brett waves a hand at Charlotte, who’s helping someone else just down from us. The beginning of “Bohemian Rhapsody” plays through the speakers, and a group of people start singing along.

“So, do you do karaoke often?” Brett asks as we wait for the pretty redheaded bartender. We’re standing close so we can hear each other over the loud music. Whatever cologne he’s wearing smells good. It’s a spicy sort of scent.

“Um . . . no,” I tell him. “That was my first time in a very long time.”

His eyebrows move up his forehead. “Wow, it sure didn’t seem like it.”

“Nope. And this is my first time visiting this bar.”

“I figured. I would have remembered you.” He gives me a playful expression, a charming smile with a teasing glint in his eyes.

Okay. He’s ramping up the flirting. I’m not sure how to respond to that. I settle for giving him a closed-mouth smile.

“Where are you visiting from?” he asks.

It’s my turn to raise my eyebrows. “I . . . live here.”

“You’re from Aspen Lake?”

“Yes, born and raised.”

He gives me a confused look. “How have I never met you before?”

I shake my head slowly. “No idea.”

“I figured you were an out-of-towner.”

“Nope, just never been to The Eagle’s Den.”

“What can I get you, Brett?” Charlotte asks once she’s made her way over to us.

He turns to me. “What are you drinking?”

What do I order this time? Another Coke? Or do I go for something else?

“How about a whiskey sour?” I say. I don’t think I’ve had one before, but after hearing it’s Graham’s drink of choice, I’m curious.

Brett dips his chin. “Good choice.” He turns to Charlotte. “Lucy here will have a whiskey sour, and I’ll have my regular.”

“Got it,” Charlotte says, her lips pulled into a flat line. Definitely not the warm reception she gave Graham earlier. Interesting. She moves down the bar and pulls glasses from a rack and starts working on our order.

I turn toward Brett to find him staring at me. Not in a creepy way, but regardless, it gives me a sort of uneasy feeling. It feels like a heated look, in the same vein as the one Graham gave me in the pool the other day. But from Graham it was welcomed. From this guy it seems practiced, like he’s putting his moves on me.

“So, Brett, what do you do?” I ask, in an attempt to get him to stop his intense gaze.

“I’m a contractor,” he says, and his expression changes, but remnants of that fiery stare still linger. “Mostly with woodwork.”

“Like what, exactly?”

“Banisters, mantels, anything really.”

“That’s great.”

“What do you do?”

“I’m a nurse,” I tell him. “At Aspen General.”

“A nurse?” He studies my face, his eyes traveling slowly down to my mouth before returning to my eyes, a sly grin on his face. “So, you could teach me mouth-to-mouth, then?”

“Oh,” I say, shaking my head slowly back and forth. “That was bad.”

“It was, wasn’t it? Sorry.” He gives me a sheepish sort of smile.

“I’ve heard worse.” This isn’t me trying to placate him. I really have heard some terrible lines.

He lifts his hat up with one hand and rubs his forehead with the other. “Seriously, though. How have I never run into you before? This town isn’t that big.”

“Fate?” I say, and he laughs. But really, I kind of mean it. That line of his sort of gave me the ick, and I was already not getting the best vibe from the guy. I realize I have little experience here, but I also know that a gut instinct is a gut instinct. I trust mine. Except when it sometimes has an issue with dairy, because that’s just rude.

Since I have limited practice around the opposite sex—at least the flirting kind—I’m not sure what to do here. I’d like to walk away, but also, he bought me a drink. I should at least have a sip of it, shouldn’t I? I don’t feel unsafe or anything—I just know Brett is not my kind of guy. My sometimes-dairy-hating gut is telling me this.

I look down the bar to check if Charlotte is done making our drinks to see she has them in front of her, looking ready to go, but is currently having a conversation with the woman who had her hands all over Graham earlier.

“So, tell me more about yourself,” Brett says.

I open my mouth to give him some kind of generic answer, but then someone walks up to us, and I know it’s Graham without even looking. I can just feel his presence. Something like relief washes over me as I look to my left to see him standing there, his arms folded, his mouth pulled into a straight line.

“How’s it going, Brett?” he says, his eyes solely on the man I’ve been talking to, his name sounding more like a cuss word with the way Graham spit it out.

“Graham Shackwell,” Brett says, looking surprised to see him, and also not all that pleased either.

“I see you’ve met Lucy,” Graham says, a head tilt toward me.

Brett’s eyes open slightly wider. “You two know each other?” He looks back and forth between Graham and me.

“She’s here with me,” Graham says.

I’m what? I’m not here with Graham. I’m here, and Graham is here. Sure, I came with him, but not like a date or anything, even if I do like the thought of it.

“Oh,” Brett says, holding up his hands. “You’re with Graham?” He turns toward me.

“I . . . no, I’m—”

“She is,” Graham says, cutting me off.

“Uh—”

“Well, she didn’t say she was with anyone,” Brett says, a hint of defensiveness in his tone, his body turning fully toward Graham.

I hold a finger up. “See—”

“She’s a nice person,” Graham interjects. “She didn’t know how to let you down easy.” He takes a step toward Brett.

Okay, that’s actually kind of true. How did he know that?

“Or maybe you’re not memorable enough for her to mention?” Brett says, inching closer to Graham.

They’ve squared off now, like two cowboys about to have a showdown. What’s happening? Do I even need to be here? I feel like this isn’t about me anymore.

“Here you go,” Charlotte says, setting two drinks down on the bar. I turn toward her with a questioning what-should-I-do face, and her eyes move to Graham and Brett, who now look to be in a staring contest. She doesn’t say anything, just rolls her eyes like this isn’t the first time she’s seen them like this, and she walks back down to the other side of the bar without doing anything.

“Thanks for the drink, Brett,” I say to him, deciding to do something. That seems to snap him out of whatever standoff had started. He looks at me like he wants to say something, but I just grab Graham’s arm and give him a little nudge and a head tip toward our table, where I see Ryan and Morgan have been watching this whole thing.

Graham releases his folded arms, and in a quick move, he grabs the hand that was on his arm and wraps his own around it, the feel of which sends a chill that runs from the top of my neck down to the bottom of my spine.

I don’t have time to grab my drink before Graham walks me back to the table.

“What was that all about?” Morgan asks as Graham lets go of my hand and, grabbing his jacket from the back of the chair he was sitting in, starts to put it on.

“We’re leaving,” he says, determination on his face.

“We?” I ask him.

“I hate this place,” he says, grabbing my puffy coat and handing it to me.

I take it from him, but I don’t put it on. “What was that all about?” I repeat Morgan’s question. “I take it you have a history with him?” I look at the bar to see Brett has his back toward us, his drink in hand.

“Yes, and he’s not the kind of guy you should be talking to.”

I don’t know why, because I was thinking the same thing myself, but it rankles when Graham says it. Maybe it’s because he sounds just like Kyle. I already have a protective older brother—who ironically has warned me about the man standing in front of me. I don’t need another person taking on the job.

“I think I’m old enough to decide that for myself, Graham.”

He flinches at that, and I realize that I rarely call him solely by his first name. It’s usually his full name, or Doctor. It felt weird to say.

He reaches up and runs a hand down his face. “I . . . know. You are. That guy is a . . . player.”

“I gathered that myself,” I say and then roll my lips inward, giving him a derisive glare.

He looks at me, his eyes roaming up and down my face. “I’m sorry,” he says. “I was out of line. I just didn’t like the way he was looking at you.”

I will not read into that. At least not right now. But I definitely will later.

“And neither did I,” I say.

I was going to do something about it; I just didn’t know what that was until Graham showed up.

I start putting on my coat. “You can take me home, Doctor,” I tell him.

He gives me a small smile then, his stance relaxing, like me calling him Doctor means everything is right in the world again.

“Morgan,” I say as I zip up my coat. “Who won?”

“You did,” she says.

“Ha!” I say to Graham, who rolls his eyes before grabbing my hand again and guiding me toward the door.
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Graham

“GRAHAM, JUST ADMIT THAT YOU liked the pirate book,” a smiling Lucy says as she stands in the nurses’ station next to an equally entertained Dr. Monroe—or Calista, as she keeps asking me to call her.

She’s referring to the book that Lucy picked for me to read early on in the challenge. I started reading it the night we exchanged books. But it didn’t really capture my attention that night and I hadn’t picked it up since. But last night, when I couldn’t fall asleep after leaving that stupid bar, I picked it up. I needed an escape from my brain that kept replaying Lucy sitting in Brett’s lap while she sang that Britney Spears song and him making a move on her afterward.

I read until two in the morning, rolled out of bed at six to go swimming with Lucy, and then came back and finished the freaking thing. Luckily, I was able to sneak in a nap since I didn’t have to work until three today.

“It was . . . entertaining,” I offer. It’s all I’m willing to admit. At least with Calista around. If it were just Lucy, I’d tell her that I couldn’t put the damn thing down.

“Sure,” Lucy says, clearly not believing me. I don’t know if I love or hate the fact that the woman is learning my tells due to all the time we’ve spent together.

Even my frustrated one last night when she was talking to that douchebag. Something snapped when I saw them together. I felt protective, almost irrationally so. I could see her giving him her number, him calling her and playing around with her like I know he does. Like I used to do.

I felt like an idiot after, when it was so obvious that Lucy can take care of herself. I knew that; Lucy’s smart. I just . . . I don’t know what I was thinking. We’ve never talked about our pasts, not the romantic ones. I know she’s figured out bits and pieces of mine, but hers is a blank page for me, almost like she doesn’t have all that much experience. Which seems ridiculous to me. Lucy is . . . well, she’s everything. Everything jerkwads like Brett don’t deserve. I don’t know if there’s a guy out there who’s worthy of Lucy.

“There’s a sequel, you know,” Calista says.

“Really,” I say, purposefully giving her an expression like I don’t care all that much.

“I’ll get it for you,” Lucy says, with a knowing smile. Guess I wasn’t able to hide my interest from her. She really is figuring me out.

“That’s okay,” I say, knowing full well that I already downloaded it on my Kindle app earlier today. I almost started it, but then decided I would save it for tonight.

Calista takes a breath, tilting her head to the side as she looks at Lucy. “I’ve just got to ask, what’s with the pictures of Dr. Shackwell?”

She points to the little pictures of me that Lucy has taped to her scrub top and headband. There’s even one on her badge, and also dangling from her earrings. When she first came in, she had one on her cheek, but she’s since taken that off.

We’d decided not to do any of these challenges at work anymore, but this one seemed harmless. Plus, I had the best idea for mine.

Lucy looks to me before turning to Calista to explain. “Oh, it’s just this challenge we’re doing.” She rolls her eyes, downplaying it, even though just last night I was belting out Taylor Swift and sexy dancing at a bar. “Today was wear something silly to work.”

“Gotcha,” she says, giving Lucy a bright smile. She turns to me. “What did you do, Graham?”

“Yeah, Dr. Shackwell, what did you do?” She gives me a confident smile, thinking I’ve either forgotten or I didn’t bother. Little does she know.

I lift up my scrub top to show a T-shirt with Lucy’s face on it. She’s cross-eyed and her chin is tucked so she has three of them. Morgan sent me the picture after I texted her asking for one, and she delivered. I took it to the drug store a couple of miles from my place, which offers same-day screen printing.

“Oh my gosh,” Lucy says, her eyes widening and her cheeks turning a lovely shade of pink—which makes all my effort worth it. “I’m going to kill Morgan, that freezer-burned popsicle!”

She reaches over and pulls my scrub top down to cover the shirt.

“Get used to it, Price,” I say. “I’m going to wear it all the time.”

“I’ll burn it.”

“Is anyone else doing this challenge?” Calista asks, reminding me she’s still here. It’s interesting how quickly I can jump into a bubble with Lucy and forget there’s anyone else around.

Lucy, still red in the face, turns to her. “Nope, it’s just me and freaking Dr. Shackwell.” She reaches over and gives me a push with both hands on my chest. I grab her hands and pull them off me but hold on to them for a second longer than I should before letting go. I’ve got to stop this. But holding her hand last night . . . it felt good. It’s not a big deal, really. Friends hold hands. I’d totally hold hands with my guy friends.

Well, probably not.

“Are you . . .” Calista doesn’t finish the sentence, but she points from Lucy to me, which is enough to know what she’s getting at.

“Oh,” Lucy says, shaking her head, the apples of her cheeks pinking again. “No. We’re friends.”

“Yeah,” I add, quickly. “We go way back.”

“Right,” Calista says. “It would be none of my business anyway. So, what else have you done for this challenge of yours?”

“We sang karaoke yesterday,” Lucy says. She does a little shaking thing with her shoulders. “And I won.”

“Oh,” Calista says. “So there are winners?”

“Yes, and the person who wins the most challenges gets to pick the scrubs that the loser has to wear for a week,” Lucy says.

Calista chuckles. “I love it.” She snaps her fingers and then points at Lucy. “If you win, Lucy, I’ve got a great idea for Dr. Shackwell here. OB scrubs. Uterus and fallopian tube pattern.”

“Yes!” Lucy says, clapping her hands. “I’m going to need that link.”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself,” I remind her.

“Yesterday put me ahead of you by two challenges.” She folds her arms, giving me a smirk.

“We still have a little more than a week,” I remind her. Something stirs in my stomach. What happens then? I don’t want this to end. I know it doesn’t have to, but without all the competition, without the challenges, will Lucy want this? This friendship we have has become something akin to breathing. It feels necessary.

“You should send me the link, Calista,” Lucy says, giving me a Cheshire cat grin.

“I will,” Calista promises. She pulls her phone out of her pocket, looks at the screen, and then turns her gaze to me. “I need to get out of here. But first, Graham, the test for Mr. Jenkins’s abdominal pain came back with elevated levels of amylase and lipase.”

Right, the reason we got into this conversation in the first place. Dr. Monroe was giving me a report of all the patients currently here, before I take over.

“Pancreatitis,” I say, jumping back into work mode.

“Yes,” she says. “He’s stabilized. I’ve got him started on morphine for the pain.”

“I’m on it,” I tell her.

“Have fun with Evie,” she says as she starts to walk away. “Someone called out, so she’s staying late and she’s not happy about it.”

“Great,” Lucy says, looking down at her scrub top covered with my face. “It’s going to be a long evening.”

“Yeah, maybe you better take those off,” I say, pointing to her shirt. “Not that I don’t like to see my face on your bod—shirt.”

That wasn’t obvious or anything. You’d think that with practice and time, I’d stop with these stupid flirtatious lines. Old habits really do die hard.

Lucy eyes me, her lips pulling up and her eyes sparkling with the glint of someone who’s just caught someone else in the act.

“Okay,” she says. “But I’m leaving the earrings. I worked hard on these.” She reaches up and pulls on the dangling pictures of me.

“Better hurry, Price,” I say, looking behind her as I see a pissed-off Evie walking this way. Not that she looks different than any other day.

“Crap,” Lucy says, understanding dawning. She quickly removes the faces from her scrub top, tucking them in her pocket.

“Lucy, go to room one,” Evie says, approaching the nurses’ station, her tone biting.

“Yes, ma’am,” Lucy says, her eyes widening for only me to see before she turns and walks toward the patient room.
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I LEAN BACK IN MY seat in the break room, running a hand down my face, the events of tonight weighing on me in a way I haven’t felt in a while. It’s a small hospital, but tonight feels like one of those times that we could use another doctor working. I’ve only just caught my breath after going nonstop the last five consecutive hours.

I feel a hand on my shoulder. “How you holding up, Doc?” Lucy asks before pulling out the chair next to me. She looks as haggard as I feel, yet she’s a beautiful sight for sore eyes.

I blow air out of my mouth. “That was exhausting.” A man in his sixties came in with chest pain and decompensated rapidly. If he hadn’t come in when he did, if we hadn’t gotten him to the cardiac cath lab as quickly as we did, if Dr. Kapoor—the on-call cardiologist—hadn’t been able to come in as fast as he did . . . who knows what would have happened.

Poor Evie. She’s had to stay the entire time, working two shifts. She may be hard to deal with sometimes, but the woman knows what she’s doing. She’s kept this ER running, which is no easy feat.

“Do you think he’ll make it?” Lucy asks, her mind on the same thing as mine.

“I hope so,” I say. I’ve lost patients before, but that’s not a thing that happens at the clinic or the spa. I kind of hate this part of working in the ER.

She scoots her chair closer to mine, and folding her arms, she leans in toward me and lays her head on my shoulder. Without even thinking about it, I lay mine on top of hers. I should probably think about it. Maybe I shouldn’t be leaning on her, shouldn’t be this close. But it feels good to have someone to lean on right now. Even better that it’s Lucy. Her nearness is the comfort I need.

“His wife,” she says. She doesn’t need to say more. When the patient’s wife found out how serious things were, she broke down, and Lucy had to help console her, since Evie definitely wouldn’t be doing it. It was a devastating sight for all of us.

“Life can change so fast,” Lucy says.

“It really can,” I say. “Do you ever regret becoming a nurse?”

“No,” she says. “I love this job.”

“Me too, most days.”

I feel and hear her chuckle. “Yeah. Sometimes it can be a little triggering.”

“Memories of your own accident?”

“Yeah,” she says.

“What do you do when that happens?”

“I have a good cry in the supply room.”

“What’s with you and the supply room?” I say, giving her a nudge with my elbow.

“You’re never supposed to speak of that.” I feel her hand trying to pinch my side, but she can only grab so much through my scrubs and white coat.

It’s the first time I’ve brought it up since telling her I wouldn’t. Seems like it was a year ago that she asked me to kiss her in the supply room, rather than only three weeks ago. It’s also strange to me that the woman I’m currently cuddling up to in the break room of an ER hasn’t been around for my entire life. It’s hard to think about a life without Lucy in it.

“Let’s skip swimming tomorrow,” Lucy says.

I smile, more to myself since she can’t see it, as we keep leaning on each other. “Going soft on me, Price?”

“No,” she says. “I’m just so tired.”

“Me too,” I say. I don’t know why I do what I do next, but I lift my head up and place a kiss on the top of her head. I’m calling it a friendly gesture. I can’t say I’ve ever done that with a guy friend, but it’s not out of the realm of possibility. It doesn’t matter. I just want her to know I’m here, just like she did for me.

She snuggles more into me after that, the top of her head pushing lightly into my neck. I probably should regret the gesture, but I don’t. Maybe I will tomorrow, when the fog of this night has worn off.

But right now, sitting here with Lucy is exactly what I need.
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Lucy

Friday, January 26, 9:36 p.m.

From PlainJane2 to GothamGuardian5:

Since we both marked “looking for friendship” on this app, I’m going to assume that we are now friends.

From GothamGuardian5 to PlainJane2:

I’d say that’s a good assumption.

From PlainJane2 to GothamGuardian5:

Okay, so since you are my friend and a guy (even though I still wonder whether I’m being catfished), I’ve decided you are now going to be my man mentor.

From GothamGuardian5 to PlainJane2:

It is my greatest honor to have this calling. As your Man Mentor, I will not let you down. (Also, I promise I’m all man. Do you need to see a picture as proof? Wait . . . I meant of my face. MY FACE. Please don’t misread that.)

THE POOL WATER FEELS GOOD as I dive in and start swimming down the marked lane, Graham in the lane next to me.

I’m glad we skipped yesterday. By the time I got home, I was bone tired and every part of me ached. Graham stayed longer than I did so he could check on Mr. Johnson, the man who is currently in stable condition after having three stents placed in the cath lab.

My body sings as I make my way down to the end of the lane ahead of Graham—but only because I said ready, set, and took off before saying go. I’ve done it so many times, I don’t know how the guy keeps falling for it. And he calls himself a doctor.

I emerge back at the beginning spot out of breath but feeling very alive.

“You lost again, Shackwell,” I say, pushing my goggles up on my forehead.

“Because you cheated again, Price,” he says, removing his own goggles. Water drops fall from his well-groomed beard. It’s hard for me not to touch it, not to reach out and run a hand through it.

“I’m still tired,” I say, rubbing my eyes.

“Oh yeah, must be hard having had the entire day off to rest yesterday.”

“Well, that’s because I don’t work three jobs.”

“Three jobs and I still won the challenge yesterday.” He smirks.

“I’m still mad about that,” I say, splashing some water at him, and then one of the lifeguards whistles and reminds me of the no-splashing rule. We’re basically the only people in this pool—I swear they watch us like hawks.

Yesterday’s challenge was to buy something from the thrift store and model it. Graham found the most ridiculous seventies jumpsuit. He looked like Elvis. After searching for way too long, I had to settle for a floral dress with long sleeves and a high collar and a skirt that went down to my calves. It was very pilgrim-y. Morgan was unimpressed because she’d bought a similar dress from Target only a couple of years ago.

I’m mostly mad that Graham found such an epic outfit and mine was so mediocre.

Graham’s lips pull upward, a playful look on his face. “Don’t worry, Price, you’ve got today.”

I give him the same look in return. “Yes, and I plan on winning.”

Today’s challenge is to do something we’ve been putting off. I have a lot of things I’ve been putting off . . . like a visit to the dentist. But because I’m only a few months late, I doubt it would beat whatever Graham has up his sleeve. I’ve got to dig deeper if I want to beat him.

“As you always do, yet somehow you haven’t managed every day,” he says, reaching up and rubbing his jaw as if he’s contemplating.

“That’s because you’re a cheater,” I say.

“I’m a cheater?” He points to himself.

“Yes,” I say, pointedly. “You cheat. You are the cheater. The cheater is you.”

Before I even know what’s happening, Graham reaches over and pushes me under the water, and I come back up spluttering and blinking, the unexpected dunk sending water right up my nose, causing a burning sensation.

“You’re going to pay for that, Shackwell,” I say, grabbing for him, but he moves out of my reach easily, his agile movements evading me.

“Nice try, Price,” he says, a big crap-eating grin on his face.

I lunge and wrap my legs and arms around him, attaching to him like an octopus. I try to drag him under the water, but he keeps us both afloat, probably with his big dumb thigh muscles. And my gosh, they are sexy.

I don’t give up; I keep trying, my limbs still wrapped around him, keeping ahold of him. Our efforts change the current of the water, making bigger waves build around us.

“You’re annoying,” I say, attempting again.

“Are you done yet?” he asks, not even looking tired from how much he has to kick his legs to keep us above water.

I’m not going to lie to myself: the strength of his body, the way I feel like a wisp of nothing to him as he keeps us afloat, is kind of a turn-on. I know the water is making this easier, but it’s still hot to just be held like this.

“It’s my dad’s birthday next Tuesday,” I tell him, still holding on to him like I’m a new appendage. Graham swims us over to the side, and he grabs on to the ledge, holding us there.

“Tell him happy birthday for me,” he says.

“Why don’t you tell him yourself?”

His eyes find mine, a skeptical look on his handsome face.

“We’re all having dinner at my parents’ house that night. You should come.”

“I . . . don’t know if that’s a good idea.”

“I think it’s a great idea. My family would love to see you.”

“Everyone except for Kyle,” he says, his mouth pulling into a frown.

“Who cares about Kyle?” I say. “Besides, maybe you both can bury whatever happened between you two.”

“I don’t know if that’s possible. But it would be great if we could.”

“So, what do you say?”

“I say . . . let me think about it.”

“I’ll take that as a yes.”

He shakes his head while laughing, and I use that moment of distraction to push him under the water.
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“ADMIT RIGHT NOW THAT THIS challenge has been fun,” Morgan says, sitting with me on my pink couch.

We’re wearing pajamas and watching some dumb movie on Netflix that neither of us is paying attention to and eating caramel popcorn that Morgan picked up from the store on the way over.

“Never,” I say, grabbing a handful of the sticky treat and stuffing it in my mouth. Of course, as I tell her this, a flashback plays through my head of Graham and me in the pool, laughing as I try to push him under after he got me a third time. The lifeguard had enough and blew his whistle at us, telling us to stop roughhousing. Freaking fun killer. I swear, if you give someone a whistle, they think they are so high and mighty.

“You are the most stubborn woman I’ve ever met,” Morgan says. “As the boss of you, I’ll answer for you.” She clears her throat. “Why thank you, Morgan. You’re not only the most beautiful person I know, but also the most intelligent. I bow to the ineffable goddess you are.”

“I would never say this. I don’t even know what ineffable means.”

“Lucy,” she says, her tone a teasing chastisement.

“Fine,” I say. “It hasn’t been that bad.”

She rolls her eyes. “Speaking of the challenge, are you just skipping today’s? Because Graham has already done his.”

“What did he do?”

She shakes her head, slowly. “I’m not telling you until you tell me yours.”

I sit back on the couch, slouching into the pink velvet, my chin touching my chest. I probably look like a pouting toddler.

“I don’t want to tell you,” I say.

Her eyebrows move up her forehead. “And why not?”

Why not? Because she’ll rub it in. She’ll never let me live it down. She’ll hold this over my head until her dying day and then come back to haunt me just so she can taunt me with it.

“Tell me now,” she says.

“No.”

“Tell me now, or I’ll set the red coat on fire.”

My jaw drops, and an errant piece of popcorn falls out of my mouth and into my lap. “You wouldn’t.”

“Try me,” she says.

“You’re pure evil,” I tell her.

“Thank you,” she says, a mock-sincere look on her face. “Now spill it.”

“Fine. The thing I’ve been putting off is admitting something to myself.”

A smile spreads across her face. She already knows.

“You like Graham,” she sing-songs.

“Shut up,” I say, grabbing one of my matching throw pillows. I throw it at her face, but she easily evades it.

“You do,” she says. “I could tell the other night at karaoke.”

“Ugh,” I say, covering my face. “I hate this.”

“Why?” she says. “This is good news.”

“It’s not, though. Graham is . . . It’s not that simple with him.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean . . . I don’t think he feels the same.”

“Have you told him how you feel?”

“Of course not,” I say, looking at my best friend like she has two heads. “Are you crazy?”

She tucks her chin, pushing her lips out. “This isn’t middle school, Lucy.”

“You know I don’t have a lot of experience here. And I just feel like . . . like I’m going to get my heart broken.”

“I’d be shocked if he doesn’t feel the same.”

My heads swivels to hers. “Why do you say that?”

“You should have seen the way he was staring at you the other night. Watching you do your song. And when you sat on that guy’s lap, I thought actual steam was going to come out of his ears.”

I wave her words away with my hand. “That’s because he hates that guy. You saw him go all bodyguard when he tried to buy me a drink.”

“That didn’t seem like protection to me. It seemed like jealousy.”

I mull over her words. Maybe he was jealous, but that was only secondary to him not wanting me around that Brett guy. I want to think there was more, but I also think I shouldn’t read into it.

“What do I do?” I ask my best friend.

“Tell him,” she says.

“It’s not that simple; we’ve come a long way.”

“If you tell me you won’t do it because you don’t want to ruin your friendship or whatever, I swear I’ll scream.”

I furrow my brow. “But I don’t want to ruin it,” I tell her. “What’s wrong with that?”

She groans. “It’s the worst plot to a story—neither party wanting to admit feelings because of the friendship.”

“Is that what’s happening?” It feels more one-sided to me, like I’m the one risking the relationship. If I do say something, there’s also the possibility of rejection, hurt, disappointment, and maybe some lifelong embarrassment that I may or may not ever recover from. My guess is may not.

She grabs her phone and clicks on a few things. “I wasn’t going to show you this because Graham asked me not to.”

I pull my brows together, confused. “What is it?”

“The photography challenge,” she says.

“That one that you totally gave to him? My picture was so much better,” I say, irritation in my voice. I’m still annoyed about that.

“Did he show you the picture?” she asks.

“Yes, and mine was the clear winner. Mine had a hawk, and Graham’s was just a sunset. I swear you’re biased.”

“I’m not, Lucy,” she says, holding her phone in her hand. “That doesn’t sound like the picture he sent me.”

“What?” I ask, not following.

She turns her phone around, and I stare at what she’s showing me, not fully believing it.

The picture is of me gazing at the sunset; I’m bathed in a pink hue from the setting sun. My cheeks are rosy, as is the tip of my nose, and I’m smiling happily.

I take the phone out of her hands so I can study it closer. “This is the picture he sent you?”

I look to Morgan to see her nodding her head.

“Now you see why he won,” she says.

“I mean, it is a really good picture of me,” I say, still staring at Morgan’s phone screen.

“It is,” she agrees.

“He was taking pictures of me?” I say, feeling something swirl around inside my stomach. A blossoming sort of feeling.

“You can’t tell him I showed you,” Morgan says.

I shake my head. “I won’t,” I promise. She reaches for her phone, but I pull it away from her, not ready to give it back. I want to keep looking at it. Maybe when this challenge is over, Morgan can send it to me.

“What do you think this means?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “I don’t know. It could mean something, or maybe it means nothing. But you won’t know for sure unless you talk to Graham.”
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Graham

“IT’S GOOD TO SEE YOU son,” my dad says, sitting across the booth from me at Brew Haven, a little coffee shop near downtown Aspen Lake. He looks like an older and more tired version of me with salt-and-pepper hair and bags under his eyes, the same shade of blue as mine.

For the thing I’ve been putting off, I called my dad—a stilted phone conversation that somehow turned into an even more stilted in-person conversation.

Do I return the sentiment? Tell him it’s good to see him, even though it’s not how I feel? I did just see him a month ago, when we had Christmas brunch as a family. Of course, we bickered the whole time, my mom playing defense, trying to keep things from escalating.

“Thanks for the invite,” I say, looking around the space. It’s a quaint little spot that I haven’t visited in a while.

My mind—like it has done repeatedly of late—goes to Lucy. I think she’d love it here with the mismatched furniture and the vintage-looking artwork. Maybe she comes here often, and I have no idea. There’s still so much about her that I don’t know. But I can see her here, sitting across from me, trying to one-up my boring coffee by ordering a double espresso.

“I’m glad you agreed to meet me,” my dad says, bringing my attention back to him. I don’t know if I realized how much he’s aged. He’s nearly thirty years older than me. I was a surprise baby after he and my mom were told they wouldn’t be able to have kids.

“What did you want to talk to me about?” I ask, getting this show on the road.

He smiles, an uncomfortable-looking one, as he looks down at the paper cup in his hand, his thumb running over the corrugated cardboard of the coffee sleeve.

“I want to apologize,” he says.

I look at him, sizing him up, not all that surprised by his words. I figured that’s what he came here to say. The question is: how did my mom get him to do it?

“Mom asked you to come?”

“No.” He shakes his head. “Of course, she’s wanted me to fix things with you for years, just as I’m assuming she’s asked you to do with me.”

I nod. She always finds a way to worm a reconciliation with my dad into our conversations. As if it’s that easy.

“But asking you to meet me here was on me,” he says. “We need to bury this hatchet, don’t you think?”

“Depends,” I say, giving him what I’m guessing is a bitter-looking smile.

“On what?” he asks.

“On what you’re apologizing for.”

He lets out a breath. “Oh, right. I guess . . . going all the way back.”

“All the way?”

He dips his chin. “All the way. The fighting, the . . . cheating. My neglect of you and your mom. All of it.”

I blink, not fully registering. The neglect? That’s what it was, for sure—why I spent so much time with the Price family and outside under that tree. But I don’t think I realized my dad recognized it for what it was. He’s never used the word before.

We sit there in silence for a bit. The sounds of the coffee machines behind the counter and the chatter from other patrons in the background.

“I was selfish,” my father says.

My eyes, which had been focusing on the paper cup in front of me, snap up to his. This is . . . a genuine apology. My inattentive father, Patrick Shackwell, is saying things that the Graham twenty—hell, ten—years ago had wished for.

“And I did things I’m not proud of,” he keeps going.

I nod, taking in his words, not sure what to do with them.

“I . . . appreciate it,” I say. “But I’m not sure what you’re hoping for here.” I know I sound like a jerk. But we’re talking about a thirty-four-year divide that’s been growing between us. I have barely any good memories of the man sitting across from me, and an apology in a coffee shop isn’t going to fix that.

“I’d like to try to build a relationship with you,” he says.

“Why?” I ask him.

“Why? Because you’re my son. My only son.” He reaches up and runs a hand down his face before saying, “I’m proud of you, you know.”

I scoff at that. Proud of what? That I’m a doctor? He doesn’t even know me. If he did, he wouldn’t be proud of the things I’ve done. This is where I can relate, I guess. I’ve also done things in my past that I’m ashamed of.

“I’ve been your only son for thirty-four years,” I say, feeling my resentment simmer. “Why now?”

He gives me a remorseful-looking smile. “I should have come to you sooner. I know that.”

“Why didn’t you?”

He shakes his head. “Pride, probably. And stupidity.”

There’s silence between us now. I tap the side of my coffee cup with my finger.

“Graham—”

“I’m in therapy, you know.” We talk over one another.

I feel instant regret for telling him about Gloria. I don’t know why I said it—it just came out of my mouth.

His eyes widen at my confession, and I’m ready for him to say something stupid like, Shackwell men don’t need therapy, but instead he says, “That’s good.”

“It’s been helpful,” I keep going. “I’ve realized a lot of things about myself.” I don’t mention that a lot of the things I’ve done, using people because I didn’t want to let anyone get close to me, are partially related to my relationship with him. I don’t say it because, while I can lay some of the blame on my upbringing, I also know I have to take responsibility for my own actions. In the end, I chose the things I did, and that’s on me.

“You should think about going too,” I say.

“Therapy?” he says.

He looks to the side, his face contemplative. I’m waiting now. I’m prepared for him to tell me what a stupid idea that is, but he turns to me with resolve on his face instead.

“That’s a good idea,” he says.

I’m shocked by this answer, and even more taken aback by the sincerity in his eyes. I honestly thought he would blow my words off. I would have bet money on it.

For the first time in a long time, possibly my entire life, a kernel of hope begins to sprout.

And all I can think about is how I want to tell Lucy.
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“SEE?” LUCY SAYS AS WE sit together on a pink couch in her condo. I was a little shocked when I saw it, but I have to admit, it’s comfortable.

I’ve just told her about the conversation with my dad, and she’s listening intently, the messy bun on top of her head bobbing as she gives the appropriate facial expressions at each part of my tale. It sort of feels like fiction, to be honest. My dad, wanting to make things right with me.

“See what?” I ask her, confused.

“This is how you cheat, Graham Shackwell,” she says, wagging her head disapprovingly. “You use things like long-lost relationships with your dad to win challenges.”

I let out a disbelieving chuckle, smiling despite her ridiculousness.

“You’re kidding,” I say to the crazy woman sitting next to me on a pink couch that’s growing on me by the second. Or maybe it’s because of who I’m sitting with.

She smiles. I don’t know if I’ve realized this before, but her smile feels like medicine to me. It makes me feel like everything is right in the world.

She casually props her feet up on the couch and threads her hand through my arm, letting it rest on the inside of my elbow. Then she leans her head on my shoulder just like she did the other night at the hospital.

“Cheating aside,” she says. “I think it’s a good thing.”

I lean my head on hers; I like being this close to Lucy. “I’m not getting my hopes up,” I tell her.

“That’s probably a good idea. But, you never know. Maybe he really will follow through, and then . . . What do you want after that?”

I let out a breath. “I don’t really know,” I say.

“Maybe not knowing is a good thing. Maybe you just need to see where this goes. The pickleball is in his court.”

I snort. “The pickleball?”

“Morgan said it the other day and I decided to adopt it.”

“Of course Morgan did,” I say.

It feels so natural sitting here right now. Exactly what I needed.

How did I go so long through this life without Lucy?
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Lucy

Monday, January 29, 1:42 p.m.

From PlainJane2 to GothamGuardian5:

Dearest Man Mentor, I’m in quite the pickle. I think I’m falling for someone.

From GothamGuardian5 to PlainJane2:

How mayest I help thee, oh mighty Plain Jane?

Okay. Yeah, I’ll stop that.

What makes you think you’re falling? Can you not get back up? Yeah. That might be the dumbest joke I’ve ever made. If you’re reading this, I hit send before really thinking it through.

From PlainJane2 to GothamGuardian5:

I hate that I snort laughed at that.

I don’t know. I just have feelings. Lots of them. I can’t stop thinking about this person.

From GothamGuardian5 to PlainJane2:

I’d say that’s a good sign that you’re falling.

I CAN’T BELIEVE IT’S BEEN nearly a month since I started this challenge. I’ve tried things I’ve never done before, done things I haven’t done in years, and finally swam again. I’ve spent time with family and discovered some things I’m good at. I’ve also found some things I’m . . . not so good at, which I don’t really like at all.

Oh, and I also think I’m falling big-time for Graham. So . . . that’s something.

Is that what’s happening? Is it love? What do I even know? Maybe it’s just lust. Or a very strong crush. Or possibly some sort of virus that I can hope will go away in a couple of weeks? Does it even work like that?

What is love anyway? Is it thinking about someone constantly, wanting to share every little part about yourself with them, wishing you were with them all the time? Because if so, then I’m screwed.

In a matter of weeks, he’s become my best friend, the person I want to spend all my time with, the one whose opinion I care most about.

The crappiest part is, I don’t think it’s reciprocated. Not the love (if that’s what this is) part, at least. I know he cares about me; I think he might even find me attractive. I know he likes to be around me. No one spends that much time with someone they don’t want to be around.

I’m having a hard time concentrating at work right now with him only feet away from me in his office. Would it be weird if I just went in there, shut the door, and kissed his face off? Would he reciprocate? Morgan’s words from the other night and the picture Graham sent her play over and over again in my head.

I puff air out of my cheeks as I sit in the empty nurses’ station. Pam is on her lunch break, and Evie is doing . . . whatever Evie does. I stare at my computer screen after updating the medical history for the patient in room seven, a pregnant woman who came in with some mild spotting. Good news: After an ultrasound, baby looks to be doing just fine, and mom will need to be on bed rest until she can see her obstetrician. It’s been a long night, though. Just a few hours left before I can go home and get some sleep.

The doors to the ER swing open, and a huffing Evie practically runs in.

“Lucy,” she says, her breaths heavy. “We’ve got a young woman, mid-teens, involved in a car accident coming in. EMT thinks it’s a back or spinal injury. Prep room four and let Dr. Shackwell know.”

“Of course,” I say, springing to action.

I knock on the door of the office Graham occupies while he’s working.

“Dr. Shackwell?”

“Come in,” he says, his rich tone easily heard through the door. It makes my stomach do a little tumble, even with the urgent adrenaline coursing through my body. He gives me a broad smile when he sees me.

“We’ve got a patient coming in,” I say, and then give him the details Evie just shared.

“Got it,” he says, coming out from behind the desk and following me toward the nurses’ station.

“We’re putting her in the trauma bay,” I tell him with a head nod toward room four, the room closest to the nurses, where we have extra equipment which might be needed in circumstances like these.

Graham helps me make quick work of prepping the room, adjusting the bed to its highest position, making sure it’s easily accessible from all sides. If the EMS team followed protocol, then she should come in with a C-collar and back board, but I grab both just in case.

I hear the doors to the ER opening, and both Graham and I walk out of the room to see Evie escorting the EMTs as they wheel in the stretcher carrying the patient, who’s currently wearing a C-collar and covered in blankets, all pinned down by the safety straps to keep her from moving during transport.

I’m instantly taken back to the moment I entered this very hospital, the same exact way, a brace around my neck, tied down to a stretcher. It’s not the first time I’ve seen someone come into the ER in this state, nor is it the first time it’s stirred something inside of me, seeing it from this angle. Like it was yesterday, I can remember the bumpy ride of the ambulance, the kind, reassuring voices of the EMTs, the beeping noises coming from the variety of equipment in the back of the vehicle. The shock and the pain that came in waves.

I follow the EMTs into room four, Graham on my heels, and wait while they carefully unstrap the girl and move her from the stretcher to the bed, the back board coming with to keep her stable.

“What information do you have for us?” Graham asks the EMTs.

They begin giving him the details. Head-on collision, a girl named Emma, age seventeen, found at the scene, multiple lacerations, complaining of severe pain in her back. Possible spinal injury. They give him her vitals, but I start prepping her to take them myself.

“I’m Lucy,” I say, leaning over her so she can see my face since she can’t move with the C-collar on. She’s got blonde hair nearly the same shade as mine and bright-blue eyes. There’s dried blood on her forehead stretching up to her hairline.

“Can you tell me your name?”

“Emma,” she says, her voice shaky. A tear falls from the corner of her eye and down the side of her face.

“We’ve got you, Emma. You’re in good hands with Dr. Shackwell. I’m just going to check a few things. I need you to hold still and not move for me, okay?” I attach the pulse oximeter to her finger to check her o2 sats and pulse rate.

“Okay,” she says, more tears pooling in the corners of her eyes and spilling down her cheeks.

“Parents have been called and are on their way,” I hear one of the EMTs tell Graham.

I make quick work of taking her blood pressure and then checking her temperature. Because I need to keep her stable but don’t know the exact damage, I watch her chest rise and fall to assess her respiratory rate. All seems normal.

“What’s your pain level, Emma?” I peer over at her. “On a scale of zero to ten.”

“I don’t know,” she says through a sob. “It feels like an eight, maybe?”

“Where do you feel the pain the most?”

“In my lower back.”

“Is it sharp, dull, throbbing?”

“Uh . . . all of that,” she says, her eyes squinting.

“Got it. I’m just going to talk to Dr. Shackwell, and we’ll get you something for the pain.”

“Thank you,” she says.

The EMTs leave, and I give Graham the information I’ve gathered.

“Hi, Emma, I’m Dr. Shackwell,” Graham says after I’ve spoken with him, his voice coming out soft and comforting. I love his bedside manner. He’s always been gentle with any patients I’ve seen him with. “I’m just going to check a few things; is that okay?”

“Ya-yes,” she says, fresh tears starting.

I grab her hand to comfort her, remembering a nurse did the same for me after my accident, since I was all by myself while Ryan was checked out in a different room, and our parents had yet to make it to the hospital.

She grasps onto my fingers.

Graham carefully pulls off her shoes and starts peppering her with questions to assess her awareness and orientation. He asks her if she can feel his hands where he touches her toes, her ankles, calves, knees, and thighs.

“That’s good,” he says when she tells him she can feel it all.

I hold her hand as Graham continues the rest of his exam. He checks her eyes, listens briefly to her lungs, all the while asking more questions.

“In order for us to see what’s really happening, we’re going to run some tests, okay?” he says.

“What kind of tests?” Emma asks.

“A CT scan and X-rays,” he says.

Her tears start up again, after they’d slowed down for a bit.

The door to the room opens, and Evie walks in with who I’m guessing are Emma’s parents following closely behind.

It’s an easy guess with the concerned looks on their faces, the mom’s watering eyes, and the dad’s furrowed brow.

I remember my own parents when they first saw me in the same position. My mother’s face when she leaned over me to look at me, the lines between her brows creasing as she studied me, the worry and concern both she and my dad had that night, and for the next while until we knew exactly what was going on.

The dad begins asking Graham questions, and he fields them easily, reassuring them that we will do whatever we can to make sure Emma is comfortable and gets the care she needs.

With her mom there to comfort her, I prep Emma’s arm for an IV so we can help ease some of the pain.

“Is it . . . bad?” the dad asks after Graham has given them a rundown and his concerns.

“She has feeling in her extremities, so that’s a positive thing,” Graham tells him.

“She’s a gymnast,” her mom pipes in. She’s standing at the head of the bed, softly pushing Emma’s hair back from her face in a soothing way. “Will this affect it?”

Graham shakes his head. “I can’t say just yet. We’ll have to run some tests to find out exactly what happened.”

“I won’t be able to do gymnastics?” Emma asks, her voice thick. My heart breaks a little as I remember asking a similar question about swimming. I can only hope Emma’s outcome is better than mine.

“Let’s get you to the CT scan and X-ray and we’ll have more answers after that,” Graham says.

My heart sinks. This is too close. Much too close. I even remember the doctor giving my parents a similar line to the one Graham just delivered. At that point it hadn’t even registered that my future could be affected.

I swallow back the feeling. I’m in a better place now mentally, especially after this silly challenge, which has breathed new life back into the dull one I’d been living. Despite how close this all seems, I have a job to do. And my job is to make sure Emma is comfortable—as comfortable as she can be under the circumstances.

After going over any possible allergies to medication with Emma’s parents, Graham puts in an order for some morphine.

As we walk out of the room together, I feel his hand on my lower back. He pulls me to the side just outside the room.

“You okay, Price?” he asks.

“Yeah,” I say, nodding my head. “I’m . . . fine.”

His eyes search my face, the concern on his making it hard for me to squash the feelings hovering at the surface, ready to break through.

“It’s similar, isn’t it?” he says as he studies me.

“It is,” I tell him. “But hopefully not. Maybe she’ll have a different outcome.”

“Maybe,” he says, but I can tell he’s not all that confident.

I wouldn’t mind a hug right now. For him to pull me into his arms right here in the middle of the emergency room, with all the beeping noises and the sound of the heat being pushed through the vents.

Instead, I take a step back. “I better go get the morphine.”

He doesn’t say anything; he simply nods as I head to the med room.
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THE NEXT HOUR GOES SLOWLY as Emma has a CT scan and then X-rays. When she’s finally brought back to the room and I’m helping her get situated and comfortable, Graham walks in.

“Did you get the results yet, Doctor?” Emma’s dad asks.

Graham gives him a nod, his eyes meeting mine before moving back to Emma’s dad.

“I appreciate your patience,” he says. “It looks like Emma has sustained a fracture in her lumbar spine—the lower portion of her back.”

My stomach falls. It’s just like me. Just like what happened to me.

“What does that mean?” her mom asks.

He takes a breath. “That means healing is going to take some time. I’ve been consulting with an orthopedic surgeon we have on staff, and he’ll be here in the morning to help you navigate this. For now, we will need to admit her to the hospital overnight.”

“How long will healing take?” the dad asks.

Graham shakes his head. “There’s no way to know. Several weeks to months, really.”

Emma starts to cry, and I reach for her hand and hold on to it. We’ve bonded, she and I. Even if she has no idea that I’ve gone through this same thing. I could tell her I’m okay, that I turned out just fine, because I did. But also . . . I didn’t.

“So I won’t be able to do gymnastics?” Emma says through her sobs.

“Not right now, but we don’t know what the future will hold,” Graham says.

“I have a meet in the spring,” she says. “I’ve been working so hard.”

“She’s got a scholarship to the University of Utah,” her dad informs us. “Starting in the fall.”

“Maybe the tests were wrong?” her mom asks, hopeful.

“Could they be wrong?” Emma asks.

Graham looks over at me and then back to Emma and her parents. “Let’s see what the specialists have to say, okay? For now, Lucy and I will be here to make sure you’re comfortable, and hopefully you’ll get more answers tomorrow when you meet with Dr. Kim; he’s the orthopedic surgeon.”

Unable to be here right now, I excuse myself, telling them I need to inform orthopedics to get a room ready for Emma, and leave Graham to continue answering questions for a sobbing Emma and her parents.

I just need a break. Just a quick one to gather my wits. To let myself feel my feels for a second, since I know all too well what Emma is going through. Well, I can’t know exactly how she’s feeling since every experience is different, but some of them are universal. Like the realization that your body failed you, or wishing and hoping for a different outcome, wanting to go back in time and get in the car just a few minutes later, or take a different route . . . That’s what I remember thinking about. I remember hoping the doctor was wrong, that healing would be a cinch, that miraculously I’d find out the next day that the tests were incorrect.

It’s that first step of grief: Denial.

It’s all too similar, too many parallels. It’s bringing back all the memories, all the feelings. The look on Emma’s face as she questioned if she’d get to do gymnastics again—if she’d get to do the meet she’d been working toward—reminded me of my own heartbreak when I wondered the very same things about swimming.

With her stable for now, and Graham there to field questions, I make my way to the supply room to catch my breath. I just need a break, even if it’s just for a minute.

As soon as the door shuts, fresh, hot tears start falling down my cheeks. This was all too much like what I went through. I grieved it all before, and it feels dumb to even cry right now, but it almost feels like I’ve pulled back the bandage on a wound and it’s all come gushing out. All the feelings, all the emotions.

Only a minute later, the door handle jiggles, and I quickly wipe my eyes. After a few attempts, it clicks and then softly opens and suddenly there’s Graham coming toward me, pulling me into his arms and holding me to him.

I wrap my arms around him, new tears coming from my eyes just for the sheer fact that he’s here, holding me like he is. I feel his chin rest on the top of my head, his hands as they rub up and down my back, his soft murmurs and soothing shushes as he keeps me close.

I let him hold me like this for a minute or so before pulling my head back to look at him. His eyes are so gentle, his touch so comforting.

“Thank you,” I say to him.

“I was worried about you in there,” he says, his eyes searching my face.

“It felt very familiar,” I say with a laugh-sob combination.

“I’m sorry,” he says. “I’m sure that was hard.”

“I just feel so bad, Graham,” I say, my voice coming out thick. “I know what she’s going through. I know what lies ahead for her.”

“You can’t know,” he says. “Everyone is different.”

“I know, and the thought that she might heal from this and go on to get everything she’s been working for makes me feel like . . . why me? Why didn’t I get what I’d been working for too? Why didn’t my body heal enough? I . . . I’m a terrible person.” The tears start to fall again.

His smile is soft and warm. “Those are normal thoughts,” he says.

“You think?” I search his face. “I’m not the worst person in the world?”

“You’re one of the best people I know.”

The sincerity in his eyes, the tender way he holds me, how he reaches up and brushes a tear off my face with the pad of his thumb, lights something inside of me. I feel heat course through my body, my face feeling like there’s a fire beneath my skin on the spot that he touched.

I lean my head toward his, just a couple of centimeters, and take in a quick breath when he does the same. We’re so close now, our noses nearly touching, our breaths mingling.

It’s just like that time in the pool, but it’s also not. I wasn’t sure then, but I see the desire behind Graham’s eyes this time. It’s there, like an electric pulse moving between us.

I don’t overthink it. Moving up on my toes, I close the distance, pressing my lips to his for a few seconds. It’s not much, just slightly more than a peck, really. But just the contact makes my heart race and my body soar.

Pulling back, I look at him, his gaze intent on mine; his eyes almost seem like they’ve turned a darker shade of blue somehow, and his breathing seems heavier, his chest moving up and down against mine. For a second, I think he’s going to say something, to break this spell I feel we’re under. I don’t want him to. I want all of Graham. I want him to want me like I want him.

He doesn’t say anything, but I see the decision in his eyes, and suddenly he’s turning us so my back is to the supply shelves, and he pushes me up against them before his lips land on mine.

He’s kissing me. Graham is kissing me.

His mouth is hot against mine, his close-shaved beard causing a delicious tickling sensation as his lips move over mine. His hands move to the sides of my face, and with the nudge of his tongue, I open my mouth, giving him full access. His kisses are heated, a mixture of fast and slow, intense and then delicate.

I give and take as best I can, allowing instinct to take over. I don’t know if I’m doing this right. All other kisses I’ve known have barely qualified as a kiss and definitely not the powerful, earth-shattering kind I’m experiencing right now.

His hands move from my face, down to my back, as he wraps his arms around me, pulling me closely to him, and I moan into his mouth, which makes his kisses turn into something fevered and unyielding.

I don’t know what love is, not the romantic kind, but this feels like it as he tugs on my bottom lip with his teeth, as he kisses a path over to my ear before he makes his way back to my mouth. As he holds me in his arms like I’m something to cherish. Something to treasure. Something to protect.

This feels like everything. All the answers for why my life took the turn it did, all of it leading up to this one moment.

Right here, with Graham.
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Lucy

Tuesday, January 30, 12:22 a.m.

From PlainJane2 to GothamGuardian5:

Question for you, Man Mentor. This is for my friend. If something happened between my friend and someone she likes and now she’s worried that things will be awkward, what should my friend do?

PS It’s me. I’m the friend.

From GothamGuardian5 to PlainJane2:

I’d say, to your friend, that she should let it play out. See how the other person reacts. Then figure out what she wants to do next depending on the reaction.

I DON’T KNOW WHAT I was expecting when I woke up this morning after kissing Graham last night.

I feel . . . elated. I also feel worried, nervous, anxious, happy, and a dash of indigestion. Although, that could be from the granola bar I snarfed down on the way to the rec center.

Since I’ve never really kissed anyone before—nothing like how I kissed Graham last night in the supply room—I have no idea what to expect next.

We didn’t talk all that much afterward. Because neither of us was keen on getting caught by Evie in the supply room again, Graham left the closet first, and then I waited a bit before exiting after him. Thankfully, I was able to go straight to the bathroom because his facial hair had done quite a number on the skin around my mouth. It wouldn’t take a genius to put two and two together and know what had happened between us. Lucky for me, I always carry a mask in the pocket of my scrubs, so I put that on. No one questioned it.

By the time I made my rounds to see the patients, and made sure Emma was safely in the hands of the orthopedic unit, it was the end of my shift. Before leaving, I knocked on Graham’s door to say goodbye, but he wasn’t there.

I figured we’d talk this morning at the pool, but when I got here, he wasn’t waiting for me like he usually is. Which is . . . fine. I never expected him to show up all these mornings to swim with me—he just did.

There could be a multitude of reasons why he’s not here right now, none of which have anything to do with him avoiding me after we kissed. Which is where my mind wants to go.

Maybe he wasn’t able to leave the hospital until late last night and he’s currently sleeping in. Maybe he stayed up too late reading the sequel to the pirate book and he’s too tired to swim. Maybe he’s fallen into a ditch. Not sure why my mother’s reasoning for stalking us as children made it into my list of excuses, but now that I’m older, I see the logic behind it. It’s totally plausible.

“Hey,” I hear someone say as I surface from my last lap. I look up to see Graham standing at the edge of the pool. He’s got a green pair of swim trunks on, his goggles propped up on his forehead.

My heart picks up speed. He’s here. He came. What does that mean?

“Oh, hey,” I say. It comes out bright and squeaky, and I suddenly wish I were cooler than I am. But I’ve never been cool, and I’m clearly not starting right now.

“Sorry I’m late,” he says before jumping in the water.

I want to ask him what happened. Was it as simple as sleeping in? Or was it more than that?

“It’s fine,” I say when he resurfaces. “I don’t expect you to be here every morning.”

I’m feeding him a line. Now he should clap back with, But you do expect me to be here, Price? Or something snarky like that, like how our banter usually goes. Then I’d say, Someone’s got to make sure you don’t go all doughy.

But none of that happens. The easiness I’ve always felt around Graham is missing right now. Instead, it feels like stilted, jerky movements, especially from the rigid-looking man next to me, droplets of water hanging from that trimmed facial hair of his. The light in his eyes I’d noticed had seemed to brighten this past month looks dim and dull this morning.

He doesn’t even look at me when he asks, “You ready?”

“Yeah,” I say, and something like disappointment swirls around in my belly as we take off, swimming down our separate lanes.

I may not have a ton of this kind of experience with the opposite sex, but I’m good at reading a room, and this room says . . . awkward. It’s not hard to read; it’s practically on a marquee board in flashing lights.

So are we pretending like it didn’t happen? Because I don’t know if I can do that. I don’t think I want to do that. I could be getting ahead of myself. But I’d think if that kiss were the start of something, then Graham would have looked happier to see me. Instead, he seems like he’s here out of duty.

My mind is a whirl as we swim laps, only stopping to catch our breath before going again. Every time we surface, the silence hangs between us. Gone is the playful banter, that fun, easygoing feeling. It’s replaced by an ache in my heart and in the pit of my stomach.

This goes on for a while, each trip back and forth. Each time he doesn’t look at me but keeps his eyes on anything else, my stomach twists even more.

After probably twenty minutes of this, we resurface at our beginning spot, both out of breath, bobbing up and down in the water from the waves created by the momentum of our bodies.

“I’m exhausted,” Graham says, holding on to the side of the pool after pulling up his goggles and swiping a hand down his face.

“Me too,” I say, my words coming out breathy. I push my own goggles up.

“I think I might call it,” he says. “I’ve got a lot to do today.”

He’s still not looking at me. He’s looking anywhere else.

“Graham,” I say, gingerly placing a hand on his chest. “Are we . . . okay?”

He looks down at my hand touching him and then back up, his eyes catching mine for the briefest of seconds before he looks away again. “We’re good.”

“Okay, but . . . last night,” I start.

He lets out a breath, his eyes looking strained. “Lucy . . . last night shouldn’t have happened.”

My heart grabs on to my stomach as they make a downward plummet. I pull my hand away from Graham’s chest like it’s been scorched. His words aren’t a surprise, really. Not after the way he’s interacted with me since he arrived this morning. But they shock me anyway.

“Why?” I ask.

“Because,” he says, his eyes searching around the pool as if he’s looking for answers there.

“Because why?”

His eyes find mine, and there’s so much to read there. Sadness, regret, pain. “Because I need your friendship, Lucy. I need it.” He stabs a finger to his chest. “I don’t want to lose it.”

“I need you too,” I tell him, honestly. “I want you, Graham.”

It’s bold and maybe the bravest thing I’ve ever told another human being. But it’s the truth. I want Graham. I don’t care about his past, or my brother’s warnings, or whatever. I just . . . want him. I want the laughter and the comfort and all the things that I’ve been feeling for him over this past month. I want it all and more.

He runs a hand down his face again, his expression pained. “You know I’m in therapy.”

I nod, not sure where he’s going with this.

“Gloria, my therapist, wanted me to try to make a female friend . . . just a friend with no strings attached, no ulterior motives. I had no idea how to do that because I’ve never done it before. And then you were there, with this challenge . . .” He pauses, and his eyes look upward as he shakes his head back and forth. “And it was so easy. I’ve never had a friendship with anyone that was this easy.”

I instinctively move back from him, just a little. My hand holding on to the edge of the pool to keep me steady, my body moving up and down with the current.

“What?” I’m so confused right now. “So this,” I say, pointing to him and then to myself, “was an assignment?”

He stares at me. “Only at first. You have to understand that I’ve spent my whole life not knowing what a true friendship is, not ever having a real meaningful relationship with anyone. Even Kyle,” he says. “That was until I started spending time with you. Before that, I didn’t think I was even capable of it.”

“But that’s why you wanted to spend time with me? Why you wanted to do the stupid challenge?”

“Lucy—” He reaches for me, his eyes pleading, but I move back farther. “It may have started that way, but you have truly become one of the most important people in my life.”

His words should mean something to me. They should ease some of the pain I’m feeling right now. But they don’t. I feel like an idiot. An inexperienced fool. Here I was thinking the way things started with Graham and me was fate. We’d known each other pretty much our whole lives, we reconnected, we did all these stupid challenges . . . things felt like they were growing. And it turns out it was just an assignment?

“Lucy, please,” he says, reaching out to grasp me, but I move even farther away.

“Don’t,” I say, holding out a hand. I need to think. I need to process this. I can’t have him near me or touching me.

“You’re my friend, Lucy. I don’t want to lose that.”

“But . . . but we kissed. That kiss didn’t feel like just friendship,” I say, trying to make sense of it all.

His face falls. “I messed up. I shouldn’t have let that happen.”

“You shouldn’t have let that happen? I was there too, you know. Hell, I initiated it.”

“I’ve come a long way here, Lucy. But I still make mistakes.”

That comment hits me like a punch in the gut. Mistake. He thinks it was a mistake.

“So, you just, what? Want to forget about that and go back to being friends?”

“Yes, Lucy, please. Can we just go back?”

“Back to your assignment?”

“That’s not what you are to me, Lucy. You have to know that.”

“You could have told me, you know,” I say, feeling the hurt push outside my body as tears well up and flow down my cheeks. “You could have said I was just some freaking therapy assignment. Then I would have known my place. And I wouldn’t have . . .” I stop, letting out a shaky breath.

I leave the words unsaid, because I don’t know what I want to say. I wouldn’t have fallen for him? I wouldn’t have kissed him? I wouldn’t have done any of it in the first place?

But he kissed me too. He kissed me like I’ve never been kissed before. Not that there’s much to compare it to. But it felt like he wanted it. He held me like he wanted it too. Or is that just something Graham does, the reason he’s been seeing a therapist in the first place?

Mistake. He said it was a mistake. The word keeps repeating itself in my head, like it’s stuck there.

“I feel like you used me,” I say, the tears coming down harder now.

His brows pull together. “What? No, Lucy. I swear that isn’t it.”

“But that’s what it is, though. You used me for friendship, for that stupid challenge.”

“Lucy, I promise. It may have started that way, but that’s not how I feel about you now.”

“How do you feel about me now?”

“You’re my friend,” he says, his eyes crestfallen.

“But that’s not friendship,” I say, shaking my head, the movement making water droplets fall onto my shoulders. “It seems like a real player move to me. Maybe I should have listened to Kyle.”

“Lucy,” he says, moving toward me.

But I let go of the edge of the pool and quickly swim over to the ladder and start to pull myself up. Before I get to the top, I look down at him—at his face, his handsome face, and his shining blue eyes. “I don’t want to see you anymore. Whatever this was to you . . . I’m done.”

“Lucy,” he says, shaking his head. “Please.”

I don’t say anything else. I just climb all the way out, grabbing my towel from the bench as I walk as fast as I can to the locker room.
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“YOU’RE A STINKY DIAPER PANTS,” Caden says to everyone as we sit around the dinner table, celebrating my dad’s birthday.

“Caden,” my sister-in-law Carrie says, her tone scolding. Milly giggles, and the rest of us try to hold in our laughter.

Well, everyone but me. I’m too busy trying to hold in my heartbreak, and also my hatred of mankind in general, present company excluded. Although I do hate Kyle. Because he befriended Graham and brought him into our lives all those years ago, making my current life feel like a big gaping wound now. If I’d never met Graham, there would have been no connection, no reason for him to befriend me for his therapy or whatever.

I don’t really hate Kyle; I just need someone to be mad at right now. Because my anger at Graham isn’t enough.

I don’t understand. I don’t get it. I feel so many things right now. I feel hurt and used and played.

That last thought makes unwanted tears pool at the bottoms of my eyes, and I blink them back when I think about him. Freaking Graham. If my family were paying attention, they might think I’ve developed some sort of twitch, since I’ve been doing this all night. Thank goodness there are so many of us—no one has said a thing.

Under the table, Morgan grabs my hand and squeezes it because she’s noticed. She also knows why I’m tearing up since I called her right after leaving the pool. I also may have directed some of my anger at her. She started this whole thing with her dumb challenge.

Look at me, a month later, and I’m actually worse off than if I had just stayed in my little rut. Year of Lucy, my butt.

I appreciate the gesture, her holding my hand. What I don’t appreciate is that my dad had to be born on this day, forcing me—his only daughter—to come celebrate with him tonight. It seems sort of rude and insensitive, even though you can’t really control the day you enter this world, and also, he has no idea I’m basically heartsick right now.

Graham was supposed to be here tonight. He never said he’d come, but I think I would have talked him into it. I could picture it, him seeing my family again, mending things with Kyle. It was a lovely happily-ever-after movie in my mind. Instead, I’m here by myself, feeling like I’ve been run over by a truck.

“Shall we have cake?” my mom asks, after Ryan and Derek have cleared the table.

Milly and Caden cheer excitedly as my mom goes into the kitchen and grabs the cake. It’s double-layered and covered in chocolate frosting. My guess is yellow cake, since that’s my dad’s favorite.

“Did Lucy make this?” Derek asks as my mom sets it on the table in front of my dad, with candles shaped like the number sixty-six sticking out of the top.

“No,” I say, the words coming out thick. Stupid Derek. He had to ask if I made it, which in turn reminds me that the last—and only—time I made a cake was with Graham. And Graham is a burnt bag of popcorn. Actually, he doesn’t deserve my kinder insults. He’s a jackass that I don’t want to think about right now.

“What’s going on with you?” Kyle asks, looking at me from his seat across the table. “Are you sick?”

“I’m not sick,” I say, and then mentally punch myself because it would have been a great excuse. Then my dad would tell me I should go home and rest, and I could leave this party and go have the proper cry in my bed that I deserve. I’ve already cried in the car, and in my living room. The bed is next.

“Are you crying, Luce? Why are you crying?” Derek asks, his brows pulled together, concern on his face. For once, could he not be the freaking middle child who notices everything and tries to fix it?

“I’m fine,” I say.

“Is this because of Graham?” Kyle asks, his gaze fiery.

“No,” I say, at the same time as Ryan says, “Yes.”

“Ryan,” I say through gritted teeth. How does he know? Oh, that’s right, Morgan.

That’s it, I’m finding a new best friend.

Only, I thought I had found one. But as it turns out, that was just an assignment.

There I go again, blinking back freaking tears. Why can’t they just stay inside my body?

“I’ll kill him,” Kyle says. “What did he do? Are you pregnant?”

The table erupts with voices after that, everyone confused and asking questions.

“I’m not pregnant,” I say over everyone. “It was never like that.” Coincidentally, it wasn’t even remotely like that, which is why I keep tearing up.

“You’re a stinky diaper pants,” Caden says, pointing at me. Then he closes his eyes as he laughs hysterically at his insult.

He’s not wrong. I do feel like a stinky diaper pants right now.

“Kyle,” I say, now that the table has calmed down. “Nothing is happening between Graham and me. We’re not even friends anymore.”

“Good,” he says.

“What’s your deal with him, anyway?” I ask, sick of this song and dance from Kyle.

He looks at Carrie before looking at me. “He hit on Carrie.”

“What?” my mom, Morgan, and Ryan all say at the same time.

“He hit Mom?” Milly asks, her mouth open, her eyes wide.

Carrie stands up from the table and, giving Kyle an exasperated look, escorts Caden and Milly out of the room.

“What do you mean?” I ask once the kids are out of earshot. “When?” According to Graham, the last time they saw each other was at Kyle’s wedding.

“It was at her bachelorette party,” he says. “She was at a bar with her friends—The Eagle’s Den, I think it was—and he hit on her.”

“With a ring on?” Ryan asks, a disgusted look on his face.

Kyle’s answer is a head nod.

“Wait, like eleven years ago?” I tilt my head to the side, confused. “I’m assuming he found out she was engaged and stopped?”

Kyle gives me a shrug. “He did, and then a few days later at the wedding when she saw him, she recognized him. The man has no morals, Luce. It was more than that. He hit on every girlfriend I had in high school.”

I let out a breath. “I understand that was probably hard for you, Kyle,” I say. “But the man you’re describing and the man I’ve been getting to know sound like two completely different people.”

I don’t know why I feel compelled to defend Graham right now. He did hurt me, after all. But he didn’t play me like how Kyle is describing him. It was different. There were so many times when it felt like he genuinely wanted to be around me.

Until he mistakenly kissed me. A mistake. My gosh, that word feels like a slap across the face.

“But he still hurt you, didn’t he?” Kyle asks, pointing at the tears I’m currently blinking back.

“He did,” I say. “But for different reasons.”

I was just another chapter in his therapy assignment, and that realization stings more than the pain of rejection.
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Graham

I FEEL LIKE A TOTAL loser as I sit on the couch in Gloria’s white office.

“You seem agitated,” Gloria says, a soft smile on her face.

“Not agitated,” I say. “I’m mad.”

“Okay, let’s talk about it,” she prompts.

“This friendship thing you asked me to do . . . it was cruel.”

She furrows her brow. “Why do you say that?”

“Because I’m not capable of doing it, of just being friends with someone, and I feel like as a therapist, you should have known that.”

And because of that, I’ve hurt someone I care about more deeply than I’ve ever cared about anyone.

Lucy. Every time I think of her face yesterday as she was getting out of the pool, when she told me she didn’t want to see me again, I feel sick. Like, actually sick to my stomach.

I don’t know why I went swimming. I shouldn’t have. I should have given myself more time to think, more time to figure this out before talking to her.

But I could picture her there, walking into the rec center, not finding me, and swimming laps without me—the thought of it pained me. I couldn’t just leave her there. I didn’t even want to.

What I want to do is go back in time and not let that kiss happen. I want to go back to before that. Even if it was probably the best kiss of my life.

I’ve kissed plenty of women—more than I can count, really. But not once did it ever feel like that. Maybe because with the others, the only thing I felt was attraction, a means to an end. With Lucy, I felt more. Something deeper. And I hate myself for it. Why couldn’t I stop myself? Why didn’t I pull away after she kissed me?

Gloria clears her throat. “Okay,” she says. “However, if you remember correctly, I didn’t say to form some sort of relationship with the person. I just asked you to befriend someone, no ulterior motives attached. To get to know them as a person, and not with the expectation of something more.”

“Yes, and I’m clearly not capable of that.”

“Can I assume we’re talking about Lucy?”

Her name out of Gloria’s mouth causes an empty feeling to take over my stomach. I nod, leaning forward on the couch, my elbows resting on the tops of my knees.

“Tell me what happened.”

“I’m sure you can guess. We kissed. I . . . kissed her.”

“Okay,” she says. “Why did you kiss her?”

“Because . . .” I stop myself, so many things running through my mind. Because I wanted to. Because I was holding her so close to me. Because I can’t control myself.

“Yes?” Gloria says, nudging me to continue.

I let out a breath, slowly. “Because I guess I wanted to.”

“All right, why did you want to?”

I lean back against the couch. “I’ve already told you. Because I’m incapable of being friends with a woman.”

“Are you attracted to her?”

“Yeah, of course.” How could I not be? Lucy isn’t just beautiful—she’s so much more than that. She has this incredible ability to make me laugh like nobody else can, with her witty banter and her funny jabs. She makes the ordinary extraordinary just by being . . . her.

She’s also ridiculously competitive, which can be both maddening and endearing. She’s got this passionate spirit that’s contagious. I love how she fully commits, making all the challenges we did even more entertaining.

And when she listens to me, it’s with her whole heart. She’s genuinely interested in what I have to say. I don’t know if I’ve ever been around someone who gets me like she does.

“And did you feel that attraction from the beginning?” Gloria asks.

I think about that for a minute. “I mean, I recognized she’s pretty. But no, in the beginning I didn’t have any feelings like that toward her. She was my friend.”

“And when did it change?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “After spending time together, things started to shift.”

“For just you, or the both of you?”

“I can’t speak for Lucy exactly, but I think it’s mutual.”

“So did you not want to kiss her?”

“I did,” I tell her.

Gloria smiles then. A closed-mouth one. She sets her pad on the table. “Graham, I’m not sure what the problem is here. You made a friend and then it blossomed into more.”

“Yes,” I say. “Proving I’m incapable of just being friends with a woman.”

She shakes her head. “Actually, what it proved is you are capable of making a genuine connection with someone.”

I pinch my brow. “What do you mean?”

She weaves her fingers together, placing them in her lap. “Graham, what you’ve built with Lucy sounds to me like a genuine relationship. Starting with friendship and letting it evolve naturally into something more shows growth. It’s a foundation for a healthier connection and proves you are capable of it. You didn’t fail at all.”

“But it all happened so fast. Too fast. It’s only been a month.”

“Who’s to say what the timing should be on these things? There are no hard-and-fast rules.”

I let her words sink in. “So, I didn’t fail. Then why does it feel like I did?”

She shakes her head. “You’ve spent your whole life avoiding deeper connections, Graham. It seems to me like you might have found that with Lucy.” She tilts her head to the side as she looks at me. “And maybe that scares you.”

Oh. She’s right. That’s the problem here. What if I let things happen with Lucy? What if we get deeper into this and I ruin it? What if I fall back into old patterns and I push her away? I don’t know if I’m worthy of someone like Lucy.

“I don’t know if I deserve her,” I tell Gloria.

“Why would you say that?”

“Because . . . that’s how I feel.”

“You are worthy of love, Graham. Whatever your past, whatever mistakes you made, you are always worthy.”

I can’t remember the last time I cried. Probably when the Eagles beat the Patriots that one time in the Super Bowl. This is the second time since yesterday that I’ve felt that telltale tightness in my throat, the tingling around my nose and my eyes. The first time was when Lucy told me she didn’t want to see me again, as she climbed up the ladder and out of the pool.

“I may have messed things up, though,” I say, my voice sounding thick.

“How so?”

I swallow. “I told her the kiss was a mistake.”

“Oh,” she says, her eyebrows moving upward. “It’s been my experience that a genuine and sincere conversation can usually fix that.”

“What do I say?” I ask, at a loss. I feel like I’ll just make it worse.

“I can’t tell you that,” Gloria says. “But if you want this with Lucy, then tell her how you feel, from your heart.”
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“THANKS FOR MEETING ME,” I say as I take a seat at a table at a Starbucks in Carson City the next morning.

“I don’t have a lot of time,” Kyle says, his frown evidence that he doesn’t want to be here.

“I appreciate it, man.”

I realized after talking to Gloria that I do want to try this with Lucy. She was right; I was scared. I am scared. That’s really the crux of it. Me, being a chicken. I don’t trust myself quite yet, but I don’t know when that’s going to happen. And maybe just taking a leap is how I’ll learn to do it.

Taking a leap for me means first fixing things with Kyle, if I can. I at least want to try. So I called him, expecting him not to answer, but he did on the second ring. And then he shockingly agreed to meet me. So here I am, sitting across a wooden table from a man who was so much a part of my life growing up.

I pushed him away too; it’s been my MO for a while. But seeing him now, even with the way he’s staring me down, his nostrils flaring, I wish I hadn’t. I’ve missed out on so much.

“I’m only doing this for Lucy,” he says.

My eyes widen at that. “Did you tell her I called you?”

He shakes his head. “No, but at dinner the other night she was pretty shaken up because of you.”

I don’t say anything to defend myself. I could try, but I don’t think Kyle would get it. He’s fiercely protective, one of the things I admire about him, especially with his family. Once upon a time, he was like that with me too.

“What did she tell you?” I ask.

“She didn’t,” Kyle says. “But it didn’t take a lot to figure out what happened, knowing your history. The question is, should I punch you?”

I look down at my hands, my thumbs nervously twiddling in my lap. “Maybe,” I say, looking up at my former best friend. “But not for what you’re probably thinking.”

“How do you know what I’m thinking?”

I give him a sad smile. “I’m not the man I used to be, Kyle.”

It feels good to say that. I know I still have a long way to go, and maybe I’ll never be the man I want to be. But the man who sat in Gloria’s office and admitted that I have real, genuine feelings for Lucy is not the same man from even a year ago. Hell, I’m not even the same man I was a month ago. Some of that was me and the work I’d already been doing. A lot of it was the time I spent with a beautiful blonde woman with an insatiable competitive streak, who I hope will someday forgive me and maybe give me a chance.

Kyle folds his arms and sits back. I’ve never been able to see Lucy in him; they hardly look like each other. But right now, with the scowl on his face, I see it.

“I think my sister’s tears would say otherwise,” he says.

“She didn’t tell you why because I didn’t explain myself very well to her. But the truth of it is that I’m not worthy of your sister.”

Kyle looks taken aback by that. “We finally agree on something.”

I let out a breath. “The thing is, though. I want to be. I want to be worthy of her.”

He shakes his head, and I hold out a hand to stop him because I know what he’s thinking.

“I know what you think of me. I know the things I’ve done to you don’t warrant your forgiveness.”

“Hitting on my wife will do that.”

I close my eyes. “Kyle, had I known . . .”

I’ve wished so often that I could go back to that day. Back to those nights before his wedding, when I was home from med school, hanging out at The Eagle’s Den, being the fool I was back then. Carrie was a beautiful redhead, and I’d set my sights on her that night. And yes, I saw her ring. Back then that sort of thing didn’t deter me, which makes me feel ill now. I can’t believe I was ever like that.

I had a couple of drinks in me. I went up and talked to her, made a pass at her, which she shot down. Imagine my surprise when I showed up to Kyle’s wedding and saw who walked down the aisle, beautiful in that white dress, beaming up at her soon-to-be husband, my childhood best friend.

She must have told him. After the wedding when I came through the reception line to congratulate them, Kyle was pissed. I think he probably would have fought me in the parking lot, but his bride must have asked him not to. He did, however, ask me to leave.

I remember sitting in my rental car in the parking lot of the hotel where the reception was being held, wondering how I’d gotten there. But it wasn’t until years later that I finally woke up.

“Look,” Kyle says, leaning his elbows on the table. “What’s done is done. That’s in the past. I just need you to stay away from Lucy.”

I reach up and rub the back of my neck. “I can’t do that, Kyle.”

“What?”

“I can’t stay away from Lucy. I need her. She’s . . .” I stop, running a hand through my hair. “She’s the best person I know. I don’t deserve her, but I want to try to be someone worthy of her.”

I also want to say Lucy’s a full-grown adult and can make her own decisions, but that’s not my battle to fight. Besides, Lucy is strong enough to do that herself.

Kyle stares at me. His gaze scrutinizing. I realize something then. I can’t fix this with him right now. Just like with my dad the other night. No conversation in a coffee shop is going to bridge the enormous gap between Kyle and me. There’s no simple conversation to heal years of hurt feelings, or time to give him all the reasons why I want to be with Lucy when I can’t even explain it to myself.

I’ll just have to prove it to him.
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Lucy

Tuesday, February 1, 8:12 a.m.

From PlainJane2 to GothamGuardian5:

Hello, Man Mentor. I know we’ve been keeping things light on here, but I need to vent, and I think you might be the perfect person for it.

I’m sure you’ve gathered from our conversations that I’ve been struggling with growing feelings for someone, and the other day, I made those feelings known. I kissed him. We were at work, and it had been a particularly hard shift. I’m a nurse, I know I didn’t say that in my profile, but that’s because I didn’t want weirdos asking me about a strange rash they developed. Trust me, it happens more than you think. *shudders*

He kissed me back but then the next day, he told me it was a mistake. Which, you know, sucks. I feel so stupid. Do guys kiss girls back that they don’t have feelings for?

From GothamGuardian5 to PlainJane2:

I’m sorry that happened to you. I’ve unfortunately known guys who do kiss women they don’t have feelings for. But maybe that’s not what’s happening here. For what it’s worth, that guy sounds like an idiot.

From PlainJane2 to GothamGuardian5:

Don’t take this for more than just one friend asking another, but . . . do you want to meet up sometime? Maybe get some coffee? I live in Aspen Lake.

I DON’T KNOW WHAT COMPELLED me to ask GothamGuardian5 to meet up. I blame Graham and all this turmoil I’ve been feeling since talking to him two days ago at the pool. I haven’t been able to think about much else since. It’s clouding my brain, making me incapable of making sound decisions. And now I’m driving to a coffee shop to meet up with a stranger. One I met because my stupid best friend made me an online dating profile.

I can’t believe how bold I was to ask him to meet me. But he didn’t seem taken aback by it. He readily agreed, the message coming back almost instantly. That was only an hour ago.

I just need someone to talk to, and it can’t be Morgan. I’ve already talked her ear off about it anyway. She’s probably sick of me. I could talk to the other nurses at work, the ones I’m friends with, but then they’d know. Even if I tried to be vague, they’d figure it out. Both Pam and Joelle have made comments alluding to the fact that they think more is happening between Graham and me.

The sad part is, the person I want to turn to is Graham. I want him to hold me and tell me it will be okay. Which is such a strange feeling—wanting to go to the person who caused the pain. But he’s become such a big part of my life. Or, at least he was. Not anymore.

Now I’ve got to figure out how to navigate things with him. How I’m going to work with him, how I’m going to not give in and tell him we can go back to being friends like I’ve wondered if we should just do. This is what I’m hoping to talk to GothamGuardian5 about.

I pull into the parking lot of Brew Haven, a quaint little coffee shop near downtown, where I asked my online friend to meet me.

It will be interesting to put a face to this person I’ve been talking to for over a month. It might also be weird. I’ve never taken the time to think about what he might look like. I suppose I’ve had some sort of picture in my head, but I can’t really describe what that is. He’s just GothamGuardian5. Is it strange we don’t know what the other person looks like?

This poses another question: How will I know it’s him? We didn’t set anything up, I didn’t tell him what I’m wearing, and he didn’t say he’d be carrying a flower or anything.

I take a parking spot close to the entrance, but as I get out, I see what I think is Graham’s car just two spots down from me, and my heart picks up speed. I quickly duck back into my car, shutting the door before sliding down in my seat, just enough so I can still look over my steering wheel to see if I can spot Graham inside, to see if he’s really in the coffee shop.

Sure enough, I spy him through the window, sitting at a booth, a cup of something in front of him. Well, crap. I can’t go in there now. Not with Graham inside.

“Seriously?” I say out loud to no one. Why is he here right now?

I pull my phone out of my purse and send a quick message to GothamGuardian5, asking him for a rain check. Yes, I could meet him somewhere else, but seeing Graham here is making me second-guess everything. I think I need to go home and continue crying on my couch like I was doing before leaving to meet my Man Mentor. I can rethink meeting up with my online friend later, when my brain isn’t so foggy.

Once I make it home, I put my pajamas back on and flop back on my couch.

Let the crying commence.

It doesn’t happen, though. Instead, I stare at the ceiling and wonder how long it’s going to take me to get over all this. Especially if I keep running into Graham like I just did.

I’ve never felt heartbreak like this before—how long will it take for me to feel better? To feel like myself again? It almost seems impossible right now, like it will never happen.

I hear a knock at my door and, fearing that it’s Morgan and Ryan coming over to try and cheer me up, I ignore it. I don’t want to be cheered up right now. I don’t need stupid comments from Ryan and placating words from Morgan.

The person knocks again. If it is Morgan, she won’t let my ignoring her stop her. She’ll just keep knocking.

I get up from the couch and walk over to the door, prepared to tell her to leave me alone, but I look through the peephole and see . . . Graham. Graham?

“Lucy?” he says, through the door.

I step back from it, not sure what I should do, but confident that opening the door is not one of my options.

“Lucy, I know you’re in there,” he says. “Please open the door.”

“No,” I say. “Go away.”

Is this how it’s going to be? How am I supposed to get over Graham if he keeps showing up all the time? First the coffee shop and now here at my condo?

“I’m not leaving here until you open the door,” he says.

I let out a breath and then unlock the deadbolt and crack the door.

“Lucy,” he says, looking relieved.

“What are you doing here, Graham? I told you I didn’t want to see you anymore.”

My gosh, it’s hard to look at him, standing there in the doorway of my condo, wearing jeans and a coat, his face red from the cold. He’s so pretty. He could be a model for my Doctors Who Break People’s Hearts calendar.

“Can I come in?”

“No,” I say. “You can’t.”

He lets out a breath. “Why didn’t you come to the coffee shop?”

“Because I changed my mind . . . wait.” I take a step back from the door, confused. It was a rookie mistake, because Graham takes that opportunity to come inside, shutting the door behind him.

“How did you know I was going to a coffee shop?” I eye him suspiciously.

He holds out a hand for me to shake. “Allow me to introduce myself. I believe you know me as GothamGuardian5. You must be PlainJane2.”

I shake my head, not taking his hand. “No,” I say. “No. That can’t be. That doesn’t make any sense. Did you hack my account or something? Are you a hacker?”

“Lucy,” he says, letting his hand drop to his side. “I was shocked, too, when I figured it out.”

I reach up and run a hand across my forehead. “I’m so confused right now.”

“I think I can explain,” he says.

“Okay,” I say. “Let’s hear it.”

He looks down at the floor before looking at me. “You know that my therapist wanted me to make a friend.”

I hold out a hand, stopping him. He’s really going to bring that up right now?

“I know,” he says. “I promise I have a point, and this will all make sense.”

“I think I need to sit down,” I say, suddenly feeling lightheaded. I walk over to the pink couch and take a seat. Graham cautiously takes the seat next to me like I’m a stray dog who might bolt. I won’t bolt, but I might bite.

“Okay, go on,” I say.

“Before I started talking to you,” he starts, “I didn’t know how I was going to do Gloria’s assignment, so I made an online profile, thinking I could do it that way. And I matched with someone right away. PlainJane2.”

“This can’t be happening,” I say, shaking my head, still not really believing it.

“As you know, we struck up a conversation, but it felt too easy to me, like I wasn’t doing the assignment right. Maybe that should have been a clue, because when I started talking to you at the hospital that first time, it also felt too easy.”

“Graham,” I say, shaking my head. “This is weird.”

“I know,” he says. “I had an inkling it might have been you back when you asked me what the scariest thing I’ve done was, and you said you hadn’t done anything scary but you were about to. That was the day you swam for the first time. But I wrote it off as coincidence. It wasn’t until your message this morning that I put it all together.”

“Wait,” I say, sitting up straight and turning toward him. “The sharks?”

“That was me,” he says, raising a hand.

I furrow my brow. “And Taylor Swift?”

“Huge fan,” he says, nodding. “Like, really big fan of her music.”

I can’t help myself; I start to laugh. “Graham, this is ridiculous.”

“I know,” he says, chuckling too. “It’s pretty nuts.”

“Wait,” I say, realizing something. “This means that all the man advice you were giving me was for . . . yourself?”

“Yeah,” he says, shaking his head and grinning. “I guess that’s right.”

We’re smiling at each other now, over the absurdity of it all.

But then I remember why I wanted to meet up with GothamGuardian5 in the first place. It was to talk about . . . him, about Graham. To talk about how heartbroken I am. My face drops. This is all so strange, and I haven’t fully wrapped my brain around it, but it doesn’t change the fact that Graham hurt me.

“Lucy,” Graham says, reaching over and grabbing my hand. “I want to tell you how sorry I am.”

“Don’t.” I pull my hand from his grasp. “Don’t do this, Graham.” If I have to sit here and listen to him tell me again what a mistake it was to kiss me, I might lose it.

“It wasn’t a mistake,” he says.

My eyes dart up to his. “What?”

He reaches for my hand again. “Kissing you wasn’t a mistake. I’m sorry I said that. I talked to Gloria, and I realized I was scared.”

“Of what?” I search his face.

“Of hurting you. Of not being good enough for you. I don’t think I am good enough still, but . . . I want to be.”

I stare at him, not sure if I believe he’s sitting here telling me all the things I want to hear or if I’m having a mental breakdown right now and this is all in my head.

“Say something,” he says.

“You . . . don’t think it was a mistake?”

He shakes his head.

“And you . . .” I stop, because I’m not sure what he just said exactly.

“You’re the best friend I’ve ever had,” he says, his eyes suddenly looking glossy. “I didn’t want to ruin that. But I’d like to try.”

“You want to try ruining it?” I ask, confused, as hot tears gather in the corners of my eyes.

He lets out a pained laugh. “No, I’m messing this up.” He swipes his hand down his face. “I don’t want you as just a friend. I want more. I’ve wanted it for a while now—I was just too scared to admit it to myself.”

“Graham,” I say, tears now streaming down my face.

He lets go of my hand and reaches for me. Before I realize what he’s doing, he’s pulled me into his lap, wrapping his arms around me. I lean my forehead against his, touching his face, feeling that close-cropped beard against my fingers, still not totally sure if this is real.

“You have to be patient with me,” he says. “I don’t know what love is, Lucy.”

“Neither do I,” I tell him, honestly.

He pulls his face back and looks me in the eyes. “But I want it to be like this,” he says. “I want it to feel like this.”

My eyes well up as I smile at him. “Me too.”

Then I’m kissing him and he’s kissing me back and it’s everything. All the things we just said, all the things we still need to say—it’s all there as he holds me close to him, our mouths moving together.

“I won, by the way,” I tell him, after several minutes of making out, his lips now peppering kisses along my jaw and then down my neck.

“You won?” I feel his breath on my neck, and it sends shivers down my spine.

“The challenge,” I say. He stops his steady kisses and moves so he’s looking at me.

“What was the final score?”

“I don’t know,” I say, lifting a shoulder and dropping it. “Morgan said you lost all your points after Tuesday.”

He dips his chin, one time. “That’s fair.”

“So get ready for uterus and fallopian tube scrubs, Doctor.”

He smiles, big and wide, giving me a look filled with so much affection.

“So,” Graham says, that grin still on his face. “Are you going to give me a shot, Price?”

I pretend to think about it for a second, placing an index finger on my chin. “Just remember who kissed who first, Shackwell.”

He laughs before placing his hands on either side of my face and kissing me again.
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Graham

New Year’s Day, One Year Later

“RYAN, YOU FREAKING SOGGY TOILET paper roll!” Lucy yells as she gets up from her parents’ couch. I get up too, and from behind I grab her by the waist, keeping her from lunging at her brother. I’ve done this before, plenty of times since Lucy and I started dating and subsequently spending more time with her family.

Thankfully, the Price family welcomed me back with open arms. Especially Lucy’s parents, Yvonne and Ron, who instantly started treating me like I’d never left, like I was one of theirs, as they did all those years ago. Kyle is the only reluctant family member, although things are getting better there, I think. I don’t know if we’ll ever be the best friends we once were, but I’m hopeful. Either way, he’s no longer against Lucy and me being together, which is enough for right now.

“Don’t wake up Caden and Milly,” Derek says, sitting on the couch across from us, his arm around the shoulders of his very pregnant wife. Kyle and Carrie are next to them, both nodding their heads in agreement.

Lucy’s niece and nephew unenthusiastically went to bed an hour ago, with Kyle dragging a yelling Caden out of the room while he called those of us that stayed up “toilet poopy faces”.

“Luce, it’s just charades,” Ryan says, getting up from the couch Lucy and I had been seated on, his lips cocked into a smirk. Since dating Lucy and spending more time with her family, I’ve learned that Ryan mostly cheats to annoy his sister and not to win the game. He doesn’t care about winning half as much as the frustrated woman in my arms does.

“You’re a cheater,” Lucy says, lunging toward Ryan, but I hold her back, keeping my hands on her waist.

“Okay, okay, you two,” Yvonne says, shaking her head as she gets up from one of the two lounge chairs. Her husband Ron is sitting in the other one. “The game was nearly over anyway and it’s almost midnight. Come on Ron, I need you to open the champagne.”

“Right behind you,” Ron says, as he gets up to follow his wife. He pats me on the shoulder as he walks by, a gesture of support as I keep ahold of his daughter.

“So we won, right?” Lucy yells after her mom, who doesn’t bother answering her.

I pull her toward me, nuzzling my face into her neck and placing a soft kiss there. She immediately turns around and wraps her arms around my neck.

“We definitely won,” she says, looking up at me.

“Oh, for sure,” I say, not really knowing what the score was. All I know is I’ve been playing charades on New Year’s Eve, something old me would have never in a million years considered on such a night. But honestly, it’ll probably end up being one of my favorite traditions, spending the holiday here with Lucy and her family. And bonus, I haven’t had one drink, so I’ll remember all of it. Another thing old me would find shocking.

The man I used to be is more of a stranger these days, someone I can hardly believe ever existed. My life feels so different now. I still work at the clinic, the ER, and the spa, but my time off is spent with a blonde-haired beauty who has a fiercely competitive streak and makes me laugh every day.

I’ve also been spending time with my parents. My relationship with my dad has gotten better over this past year. Not perfect, but better. He actually started therapy not long after I brought it up, and to all of our surprises—his, mine, and my mom’s—he’s liking it. We still have a way to go there, but we’re headed in the right direction. Time with him no longer feels like an obligation or a chore, but something I look forward to.

“You know,” Lucy says, giving me a warm smile, her fingers playing with the hair at the base of my neck. “You’re my first official date for New Year’s Eve.”

I lower my brows. “Really?”

“Well, there was this one guy, but he left before midnight.”

“What a tool,” I tell her.

“He really was.” She rises up on her tiptoes and plants a quick kiss on my lips. “Anyway, you’re a much better-looking date.”

“So it’s only my looks that matter?”

She pretends to think about it. “Yes.”

I chuckle as I pull her close to me, closing my eyes as I hug her, loving the feel of her in my arms. I wasn’t sure what love was all those months ago when I went to Lucy’s apartment after figuring out we’d been unknowingly talking to each other over a dating app. But I know what it is now. Loving Lucy has been one of the easiest things I’ve ever done.

“Okay, you two,” Morgan says, tapping me on the shoulder.

“Yeah, break it up,” says Ryan. “You’re gross.”

“And you’re on thin ice, Ryan,” Lucy mutters, holding onto me like she has no plans to let go.

My eyes move to Morgan who gives me a look that says Are you ready for this? and I give her a quick nod.

“So, new year, new challenge,” Morgan says.

This has Lucy pulling slightly away from me so she can scrunch her adorable nose at her best friend, now sister-in-law. Morgan and Ryan were married last summer in a beautiful mountain top ceremony. I think it was beautiful, but I only had eyes for Lucy that day. She looked amazing in her yellow maid of honor dress.

“I’m living a whole new life thanks to your challenge,” Lucy says, gazing up at me with a soft smile, looking as content and happy as I feel. I squeeze her hips in response. “I don’t think I need another one.”

“You’re welcome for that, by the way,” Morgan says, a satisfied grin on her face. Lucy rolls her eyes.

“Anyway, it’s just one challenge,” Morgan says.

“And what is it?” Lucy asks, looking at her friend, a weary sort of expression on her face.

“The challenge is that you two should get married,” she points to me and then to Lucy.

Lucy covers her face with her hands. “Morgan, would you stop with that already?”

This isn’t the first time Morgan has brought this up. It wasn’t long after we told Lucy’s family we were dating that Morgan started making comments. We’d both laugh it off, but every time she’d say it, a little jolt of . . . something moved through me. Like my own body was confirming that Lucy was my future. The crazy thing is Morgan’s little half-joking nudges never scared me away like they would have in the past.

Of course, sometimes that little voice would worm its way into my brain, telling me I wasn’t good enough, or that I wasn’t worthy of Lucy. Sometimes I still get that feeling. But I push it away like Gloria taught me.

I did, however, listen to the voice telling me not to rush things, to take this slow with Lucy. But I’m kind of tired of doing that. Maybe a year is too fast, but who makes the rules for these things, anyway?

“You know you want to.” Morgan keeps it up, just like we planned when I asked her to help me with this.

“I don’t know,” I say. “It sounds like a good challenge to me. What do you say, Price? You up for it?”

Lucy’s face turns quickly toward me, her eyes wide. “I . . . what . . . are . . . ya-you,” she sputters.

I release my hold on her and take a step back, pulling out the ring that has been burning a hole in my pocket all night. It’s a round diamond set on a gold band. Simple, because I knew that’s what Lucy would want.

“Oh, my gosh,” she says, her eyes filling up with tears as I get down on one knee.

This is yet another thing old me would be losing his mind over. Me, Graham Shackwell, the self-proclaimed eternal bachelor, actually settling down. I’m so glad I’m no longer that guy.

“It’s only been a year, but—”

“Yes!” Lucy says.

I cock my head to the side. “Did you just interrupt my proposal, Price?”

“Sorry,” she says with a nervous sounding laugh.

I let out a breath, preparing myself to start my speech over again. “I know it’s only been a year, but I’ve known I want to spend my life with you for . . . well, pretty much a year now, and I don’t want to wait any longer. So, Lucy Price, will you marry me?”

She looks around the room at her brothers and their wives. Then over to her parents standing off to the side, each holding a tray of champagne-filled glasses.

“You’re supposed to say yes, now,” Morgan says in a half whisper.

“I already said yes,” she says, a couple of tears rolling down her checks.

“Say it again,” Kyle says. He gives me a nod and a small smile.

Lucy turns back to me. “Yes, Graham Shackwell, I would love to marry you.”

I stand up from my kneeling position and put the ring on her finger before pulling her into a hug and swinging her around in a circle, her family clapping and cheering.

“You planned all this?” she asks once I’ve set her down. I keep my arms around her. “With Morgan and everything?”

“I did,” I tell her.

“Why, Dr. Shackwell, I’m surprised.”

“I’m full of surprises,” I say.

“You really are,” she says. “I better work on being more surprising.”

I tilt my head to the side. “This isn’t a competition.”

“It’s like you don’t know me.”

I smile before kissing her softly. “Oh, I do.”

“Game on, Dr. Shackwell.”

THE END
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