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        “True courage is in facing danger when you are afraid…”

      

        

      
        “She is protected by the Power of Good, and that is greater than the Power of Evil.”

      

      

      

      - L. Frank Baum, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEDICATION

          

        

      

    

    
      For the patients I couldn’t save.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ONE

          

          
            ADDISON

          

          NOVEMBER 27, 2024

        

      

    

    
      REDLANDS, MAINE

      Only five minutes ago, Addison had been sending impatient glances at the clock that hung in the nurses’ station. Now she felt the patient’s ribs snap beneath her stacked hands.

      Four minutes ago, she had been tidying up his room, making him presentable for the oncoming shift. Now sweat beaded on her forehead as she began a second round of compressions.

      Where the hell was the crash cart? Over the hospital intercom, a melodic voice repeated, “Code blue, ICU fourteen,” for what seemed like an eternity, yet no one arrived to assist her.

      Two minutes ago, Addison’s patient had gripped her arm with unexpected strength. His fingers pressed deep into her forearm. The nub of his severed index finger, now healed over, threatened to bruise her skin. Watching his cracked lips move, Addison leaned in closer.

      “Darkside must die.” He struggled to speak, his grip—what was left of it—tightening around her wrist. “My stuff, you have to keep it safe. Promise me . . . don’t let them get to it.” The patient began mumbling. “I am Oz . . . great . . . terrible . . .”

      When his hold on her relaxed, his heart stopped. A green flat line sang a sinister song as it ran across the monitor. Addison’s fingers pressed against the patient’s neck, his wrist, his groin in search of a pulse, but it was absent.

      Addison replayed his words in her mind while her body reflexively began compressions.

      “One, two, three, four . . .” she counted aloud. Saline flushes and alcohol wipes catapulted from her scrub pockets onto the floor and into the crevices of the bed.

      The wheels of the cherry-red crash cart squeaked down the hall, one of them wobbling like an old shopping cart. A male nurse with winter-white hair and a gait just as unsteady as the crash cart entered the room and began attaching defibrillator pads to the patient’s chest. Addison studied the unfamiliar man as she squeezed the Ambu bag to deliver air to his lungs. Respiratory had yet to arrive. Their department had been just as understaffed and overworked.

      “Analyzing rhythm,” the robotic voice of the defibrillator echoed as the flat line continued on its fatal path. “No shock advised.”

      “Is anyone else coming?” Addison inquired through labored breaths as she resumed compressions. The man shrugged and began clumsily struggling with the medication drawer.

      “Can we switch?” Addison begged. “I don’t know if I can keep this up much longer.” She desperately needed to shake out her arms.

      “Sorry, shoulder injury,” the nurse replied, his eyes never meeting hers. “You’re doing great, though.” He finally gained access to the medications, then fumbled to assemble a syringe of epinephrine. Whether it was a result of age or indifference, it took him three attempts to screw the syringe into the Luer lock of the patient’s intravenous line and administer the first dose.

      “He’s in here for sepsis; can we give him sodium bicarb soon?” Addison shouted. “He’s probably acidotic."

      The nurse shrugged again.

      “We need some help in here!” Her voice cracked as she screamed toward the open glass door until her throat was raw. “Where the hell is respiratory? Why isn’t there a doctor in here?” Both questions rhetorical.

      Addison felt her eyes narrow in a fiery gaze and her lips tighten in determination. She began the next round of compressions and respirations, trying madly to maintain quality until she couldn’t anymore. Her heart churned with desperation. This would be the sixth code blue she had been a part of in the past two weeks, and she knew in her bones how it was going to end. How could it not? Time was slipping away, and still no doctor in sight.

      “Come on, please come back,” Addison grunted, thrusting her body weight deeper into each compression, her black French bob shaking violently with each movement. Tears pooled in her eyes. “Somebody help us,” she screamed.

      Moments later, her hands dropped away. Checking the wall clock, Addison called the time of death: 7:42. Only then did an emergency room doctor finally arrive, staying just long enough to confirm the patient was deceased and sign any necessary paperwork.

      Addison’s senses fought to recalibrate as she returned to the nurses’ station, her body still trembling. The oncoming night shift nurse loudly slurped the final bit of iced coffee from her cup, which she had been nursing instead of helping with the code. Addison begrudgingly sat beside her and gave her report on the patient in ICU 13, an intubated and sedated eighty-year-old female. Ice rattled as the nurse shook her cup. When Addison began to discuss ICU 14, the nurse flapped her hand in an effort to stop her, unable to speak as she chewed on an ice cube that was somehow too large for her mouth.

      She swallowed. “That’s not my patient, not my problem.”

      Addison’s heart pounded, but she knew if she said anything she would burst into tears, so she held her tongue. She gathered supplies before returning to her patient’s room to perform postmortem care and bag his body. No one else was going to do it. Certainly no one would do it with the dignity he deserved. While some nurses had the privilege of giving their patients their first bath, Addison had too often had the privilege of giving her patients their final bath. To her, it was an honor.

      As she stood at his bedside, her eyes traveling over his pale, drawn face, she recalled how he’d been found unconscious the day before at the emergency room entrance without any identification. He had been quickly admitted as a John Doe and transferred to the ICU for septic shock, which had developed from an unhealed gunshot wound to his abdomen. Most of her shift he had been too weak to talk, but he always mouthed Thank you even after the smallest task. He was a kind man. Or at least that’s what she chose to believe.

      With a gentle swipe, Addison closed his eyelids, then squeezed his hand.

      “I don’t know how much more of this I can take,” she said, tears falling from her eyes. “I’m sorry I couldn’t save you.” She composed herself and began cleaning the body, removing any medical devices that were still attached. Her pathetic male counterpart had taken the crash cart back to central supply for restocking and had yet to return. She doubted he would.

      As she worked, her patient’s last words began flitting through her mind. My stuff, you have to keep it safe. But safe from whom? Placing her balled-up washcloth on the patient’s chest, Addison knelt down and searched the side table for any personal items. Shoved deep in the back corner was an opaque patient belongings bag. It would be easy to sneak the bag into her backpack, which hung from the back of a chair in the nurses’ station just a few feet away. The hospital camera system had been down for months, and the other nurses were busy assessing their patients and administering medications. It was wrong, she knew it, but the devilish side of her consciousness kept digging at her. She couldn’t save his life, but she could honor his dying request. Besides, she reasoned, half the time no one picked up the belongings of a John Doe. They likely would end up in the trash or collect dust on a shelf in the security office. Without another thought, she ran the bag over to her backpack and tucked it inside.

      “Let’s get this over with,” the male nurse from before announced, startling Addison as she finished zipping up her backpack. He slipped back into the deceased patient’s room. She pushed down the urge to scream at him. To punch him in the face. Put him in the body bag. How could someone be so insensitive?

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name,” she fished. Maybe she could report him. “I’m Addison. I don’t think we’ve ever worked together before.”

      “Jack,” he said flatly.

      Together they finished maneuvering the patient into the body bag and onto the stainless-steel morgue trolley. Addison strained to see Jack’s badge—all she needed was a last name—but it was turned around. She figured he must be a traveler or a registry nurse, though he could be one of the government-appointed nurses the hospital had been using. Short-staffed would be an understatement.

      Addison had been one of the few staff nurses left at Jefferson Memorial Hospital until that morning, when she’d joyfully put in her notice. Though she wasn’t sure what her next job would be, she was beginning to think it ought to be anything other than nursing. Frugal by nature, with the privilege of living in a paid-off house, she’d been able to save enough money to live on comfortably for well over a year. A tempting option.

      Together she and Jack wheeled the patient into the elevator and down to the morgue. It was a short ride. Quiet. Yet the animosity was palpable.

      A brief struggle to get the trolley out of the elevator caused Jack’s badge to flip. Michael Larson. The image was of a much younger man with dark hair.

      “The badge machine was broken,” he said defensively, flipping the badge back over. “This one’s temporary. It belonged to someone who recently quit.”

      Addison searched his face and body for the lie, but his expression was resolute. Considering the way the hospital had been operating of late, it wouldn’t surprise her if they’d repurposed an old badge. Especially with the current turnover rate. Besides, without a badge, he wouldn’t be able to get into the units or supply closets.

      “Look, it doesn’t make a difference to me if you believe me or not.” His words were sharp.

      Neither of them said anything more as they slid the body into the cold locker exposing a putrid smell Addison could never get used to. As soon as the door shut, Jack vanished down the hallway.

      “Good riddance,” she murmured.

      It was after 9:30 p.m. when Addison pulled into her driveway, defeated. She sat in the car for a moment, squeezing the tension from her left shoulder and arms, then burst out into a slimy, visceral cry. Snot dripped onto her lips, tears streamed down her cheeks, and she gulped for breath.
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            HANNAH

          

          OCTOBER 29, 1976

        

      

    

    
      BERKELEY, CALIFORNIA

      “Let’s do some LSD,” Hannah suggested, even though she knew Carrie wouldn’t. Hannah loved that girl, but she was such a square. If they hadn’t been best friends since kindergarten, there was no way they would have become friends in high school. Though they’d both started out as dorks, their trajectories were at odds. Both were bullied—which had brought them together in camaraderie—but for different reasons.

      Hannah’s dad had left when she was a baby, which somehow made her an outsider. Carrie wore thick glasses and had silver front teeth. Hannah never did understand why kids made fun of them, though. They were cool. Carrie looked like a pirate—a force to be reckoned with.

      In middle school when they’d “found themselves,” they discovered they were on opposite sides of the spectrum. Carrie had become head cheerleader, always wearing miniskirts and minidresses. Contact lenses supplanted the glasses, and beautiful, straight, white teeth replaced the silver ones. Her bleached-blonde hair was always styled to perfection, like Farrah Fawcett or any other supermodel plastered on the walls of every teenage boy’s bedroom. She aspired to go to UC Berkeley, which happened to be right down the street from their neighborhood, and her grades reflected that. She was going to be a psychologist. Hannah believed the real reason Carrie wanted to go there was because of her boyfriend, Rodney, who had just started his freshman year on a full-ride scholarship. They were the typical cheerleader-and-quarterback couple, both equally smart and beautiful.

      Hannah, however, was neither.

      Hannah’s mom didn’t allow makeup in the house, claiming that it thwarted modesty, always sprinkling in a New Testament quote for fortification. Because of this, Hannah couldn’t cover up her acne; Carrie’s tan foundation would look ridiculous on her pasty-white skin. As if that weren’t bad enough, her mom couldn’t afford to take her to a salon. Unfortunately, the last time Hannah had trusted her mom to cut her hair at home, she’d ended up looking like a boy. Instead of taking that risk again, Hannah had let her hair continue to grow until it was down to her waist, secured in a Dutch braid.

      Since the bands Hannah liked were “devil’s music,” according to her mom, the best she could do to express herself was wear all-black clothing. Hannah’s jaw nearly hit the floor when her mom surprised her with a pair of slip-on Vans skate shoes one Christmas. Her mother believed that if she was going to give in to her rebellious nature, she should at least focus on becoming a professional skateboarder and make a career out of it. To Hannah’s mom, as risky as such a profession might be, it was better than listening to AC/DC and doing drugs.

      “Come on, Carrie, just once,” Hannah pleaded. “I know a guy at Berkeley. We can pick it up while we visit Rodney in the dorms.”

      “You can do it,” Carrie replied. “I have an important exam tomorrow.”

      “You’re no fun,” Hannah teased her as they walked onto the university campus.

      “Not everyone needs to be high to have fun,” Carrie said in her perfect voice. Hannah rolled her eyes. Not everyone can get through the day without being depressed, she thought to herself.

      “It’s my escape."

      The girls entered Rodney’s dorm, which was conveniently located right across the hall from Hannah’s drug dealer, Paul. If she were just a little bit older, she would date him, but she doubted he’d want to date her. He played guitar and was majoring in music theory. Tall, trim, and charming. He was the kind of guy who knew and impressed everyone. The kind of guy who could get any girl he wanted, a notion Hannah couldn’t compete with.

      “Let’s meet up later,” Carrie whispered as Rodney lured her toward his bedroom. They’d be in there for hours. The thought of sitting in the cluttered living room, watching football with the four sweaty cavemen who were Rodney’s roommates, repulsed Hannah—a feeling that was undoubtedly mutual, had they even noticed she was there, so she left.

      Hannah could hear Pink Floyd playing, though muffled, behind Paul’s door. Listening to music with him was an amazing experience, not just because he was handsome and smelled good—like musk and vanilla—but because he was a self-proclaimed audiophile. Apparently the drug money was good, because he owned the best audio equipment on the market, or at least that’s what he’d told Hannah. He didn’t just have the biggest speakers you’d ever seen; he also had a Sherwood receiver with integrated power amplifier and a Thorens TD 125 turntable. Music sounded majestic at his place, an experience arguably better than watching the band play live.

      “Hannah, come on in,” he said calmly, holding the door open.

      Walking inside was like being transported onto a tour bus or backstage. Records lined the walls, and music permeated the air. Recently played instruments rested against furniture. Empty beer bottles were scattered across the floor, and ashtrays with partially smoked cigarettes spilled over onto stacks of magazines. Hannah sat on the edge of the couch, tucking her hands beneath her legs and taking in the smell of freshly smoked marijuana that lingered in the air.

      “What can I help you with today?” Paul asked, standing over her with authority, his hands resting just inside the pockets of his tight brown trousers. He rarely sat down.

      “LSD,” Hannah said, her voice soft and feeble.

      “LSD,” he smirked, revealing a dimple. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, I’m sure.”

      “You’ve never done LSD, Hannah. Do you know what to expect?”

      “I know it’s a hallucinogen.”

      “You really should do it with someone experienced for your first time. Do you have someone you can do it with?”

      Her pulse quickened. She thought about lying, afraid he wouldn’t sell it to her if she was honest. “No, I tried to convince my friend Carrie, but she didn’t want to.”

      “Do you have a curfew?”

      “No—well, I do, just not tonight. My mom thinks I’m staying over at Carrie’s.”

      “I see.” He nodded. “And where is Carrie?”

      “Having sex with her boyfriend.”

      Paul walked over to the couch and sat next to Hannah. “I’ll do it with you.” The corners of his eyes creased into his chiseled face, both brutality and kindness in every lineament.

      Her stomach fluttered. His knee was just inches from hers. A magnetic energy pulled at her. “Are you sure? You don’t have to do that,” she said out of courtesy. In reality, Paul was the only person in the world she wanted to do LSD with. Maybe it would help him overlook her flaws.

      “I want to.” He retrieved a small lockbox from the coffee table from among a pile of Playboy and Hustler magazines. It was where he kept most of the drugs he sold. “I want to make sure you’re safe.”

      “Right now?” Hannah asked, her palms beginning to sweat.

      “Right now,” he said suavely, pulling out a small square of paper that resembled a lottery scratcher. It was white with rows of little rainbows. Taking a small pair of nail scissors, he trimmed off two squares.

      “How much do I owe you?” Hannah asked.

      “Don’t worry about it,” he said, tapping the bottom of her chin. She opened her mouth, and with a sly smile on his face, he placed a square on her tongue, where it began to dissolve. Hannah imagined he was thinking, Good girl. Then he slipped the other square onto his own tongue.

      “What do you want to listen to?” he asked as he approached his wall of expensive music equipment, which took the place of a television. The Pink Floyd record had ended, and while he waited for an answer, he slipped it back into its sleeve.

      “Do you have any Black Sabbath?”

      A glass cabinet housed rows of albums, all arranged alphabetically. His fingers danced across the albums’ spines until he reached the one he had been searching for. The album was black with Black Sabbath written in purple lettering. It was the Master of Reality album. Hannah knew this because it had her favorite Black Sabbath song on it, “Sweet Leaf,” which also happened to be the first track.

      Slipping a Pall Mall cigarette between his lips, Paul cradled a flame with his hand, then swayed to the music, exhaling a puff of smoke. His body was loose and liberated. Hannah sat on the couch like she was Velcroed to it. It wasn’t until twenty minutes later that she began to loosen up. A rush of euphoria released her from her apprehension. Paul placed the cigarette in her mouth. She took a long drag as she swayed her body to the rhythm, first matching the music, then matching him. The cigarette became moist from both their lips. Soon, even the walls were swaying to the music.

      After a quick trip to the kitchen, Paul returned and handed Hannah a beer, which, after only a few gulps, she clumsily spilled on her shirt. She tried to clean it up, but the fabric was soaked. Paul disappeared into his bedroom for a moment.

      “Here.” He tossed her a wrinkled Pink Floyd shirt to put on. Hannah gripped the shirt, waiting for him to turn around so she could change, but his gaze never faltered. She peeled the soiled shirt from her slender figure, standing exposed in her ugly tan bra. A bra that no one was ever supposed to see. His scent filled her nose as she pulled the new shirt over her head. The fabric draped loosely over her pale skin.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Do you like plays?” Paul asked. They were now outside, walking arm in arm, their gait sluggish, toward Hearst Greek Theatre. Colors splashed vibrantly before Hannah’s eyes. Bushes inhaled and exhaled as they shuffled past. Somewhere along the way, the day had slipped away, and darkness enveloped the college campus.

      It was that night that Hannah experienced what true happiness felt like for the first time. Warm honey swam through her body. Sweet. Comforting. Surreal. A euphoria that blotted out any trace of depression. If she were home, she’d probably flush her antidepressant pills down the toilet. Surely she wouldn’t need them anymore, or so she thought.

      “They’re wonderful,” she lied. Though she’d never been to a play, the thought of seeing one excited her.

      They entered the theater on stage right, looking out into a vast bowl of empty seats. Behind them, a colonnade gave the theater an appearance that was true to its name.

      “These are my friends,” Paul said, introducing Hannah to a group of college students. There was Jane, a naturally beautiful woman with long blonde hair. Yessenia, a peaceable overweight Hispanic woman. Franklin, whose dark, deep-set eyes hinted at his Italian background. There were a few others that greeted her reverently.

      A record player was set up in the center of the stage, with speakers on either side. White and black candles were arranged to form a circle. Jane led the women in a chant as they lit the candles with grace.

      Hannah’s eyes grew heavy. Her head spun as she drifted away into darkness for brief moments of time. Was this the effect of the LSD, or had she been slipped something else? This feeling was not novel. It felt exactly like the time she’d had a panic attack so severe the doctors had pumped her full of quaaludes to calm her.

      A needle scratched against vinyl, catching her ear. Then she heard a familiar, yet unusual, sound.

      “Is that ‘Sweet Leaf’?” she slurred.

      “Good job,” Paul said, catching her as she stumbled across the stage.

      “Sweet Leaf” was playing in reverse. If only her mom were there to hear it. If she thought Black Sabbath sounded demonic forward, it was unimaginable what she would think of it backward.

      A verse graveled, “The price of darkness.”

      Everyone chanted “The price of darkness” in unison as they closed in on Hannah like synchronized evil swimmers. Their bodies pulsed in and out. Hannah continued to lean against Paul, but she was getting weaker. She battled the urge to close her eyes. Paul hoisted her into his arms, not to rescue her but to place her in the center of the candle circle.

      “He lives,” the song sang.

      “He lives,” the group chanted.

      The flames blossomed to implausible heights, casting a fiery glow on each circling face, rendering them ghoulish.

      “My divine,” Jane declared as her dress flapped in the cold October wind, “we call on you for council. We’ve brought a young woman like you asked. Guide us to grant your wish.”

      It could have been the drugs, but Hannah swore the flames flickered immediately after Jane spoke. Whoever, or whatever, she was calling on was listening.

      Yessenia raised her arms to the sky, like she was preparing to conduct an orchestra. Someone pulled out an Ouija board and set it up on the stage just outside the circle. Everything glowed orange as the record continued to play in reverse.

      Jane dipped the wick of a long black candle into the flame of another, then blew it out. A trail of smoke snaked upward. She pressed her fingers against the blackened wick, then stepped back into the circle. Jane’s body looked giant to Hannah as she stood over her, growing taller and taller, as if Hannah were Alice in Wonderland after she’d downed the Drink Me potion. Jane traced a triangle onto Hannah’s forehead with ash, then knelt behind her. Her slim fingers wove into Hannah’s hair. Squeezing a thick chunk, Jane tugged Hannah’s head backward. Frigid air grazed her exposed neck.

      “I want to thank you for your sacrifice.” Jane’s whisper tickled Hannah’s ear. Her voice was different now. More sinister, like caramelized sugar left to burn.

      Hannah struggled to fight herself free, but her fists were heavy. Like a vignette, blackness squeezed at her periphery.

      “What?” she was able to mutter.

      “Your blood sacrifice,” Jane seethed.

      The rest of the group had their hands stacked on the planchette of the Ouija board, asking for guidance. Something caused it to move. It began to slide all over the alphabet.

      Jane retrieved a dagger from beneath her dress and pressed it against Hannah’s throat. The pressure of the blade caused her to choke.

      “I think your blood is going to taste exceptionally good,” Jane said. Hannah flinched, causing the blade to nick her throat. Blood soaked the edge of the blade. Jane salivated. This was it—Hannah’s life was ending, and for the first time in a long time, she didn’t want it to.

      “Wait.” She recognized Paul’s voice even with her eyes closed.

      “What is it?” Jane asked, not relaxing her pressure.

      “We’ve received a message.” His footsteps drew closer. “She is chosen.”

      Jane gasped, dropping the dagger to the stage. Hannah’s vision went black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THREE

          

          
            ADDISON

          

        

      

    

    
      Warm yellow light caressed the front of Addison’s red-shingled house, its Craftsman-style charm still in evidence despite the chipping paint and a roof in desperate need of repair. Ivory trim encased rain-dappled windows.

      The sidewalk was wet and cracked between patches of snow, a mirror reflecting back the glow of the streetlights. Addison unloaded her silver Toyota 4Runner, hoisting her worn JanSport backpack over one shoulder. It was first car she had purchased as a nurse and the only brand-new car she had ever owned. Snow crunched beneath her feet, then the porch creaked. Her house was old, both inside and out.

      Her keys clanked into a green Pyrex bowl that sat just inside the front door. Lamps flickered to life, revealing a shag-carpeted living room adorned with plants. Plants hung from the ceiling by macrame ropes and rested in windowsills. Pothos vines spilled down dusty bookshelves ridden with half-read classics and never-read contemporaries.

      A linoleum hallway led to the kitchen, where Addison dumped her stuff. She unpacked the leftovers she had intended to eat for lunch. As she yanked her Jefferson Memorial sweater loose, her patient’s belongings bag tumbled onto the heat-worn dining table. It was wrinkled and opaque, yet radiating with mystery.

      A shower, pajamas, and the rest of last night’s blunt preceded her return to the microwave, where she reheated her chicken teriyaki. She had been five years old when her father brought home the now-yellowed Panasonic microwave. The days of eating out every night had come to an end along with her mother’s career, a segue into a life of frugality. Even with all of its stains, splatters, and burn marks, Addison intended to use it until it died. She did this with everything else she owned, a value her father had managed to instill in her during the short time he was around.

      The same original birch-plywood cabinets from her childhood clothed the kitchen walls. The teal Formica countertops and harvest-gold stove had been installed during the house’s construction, though only two burners worked now. The house was a seventies time capsule that Addison had been living alone in since she was seventeen.

      Every night her mother would disappear to the Rusty Tavern, a local dive, where she could always be found sitting at the bar, her bare legs crisscrossed, nursing a Scotch on the rocks with a twist. Sometimes she would return later at night with a random man. Sometimes she wouldn’t return until the morning. But the last time, ten years ago, she’d never returned at all.

      For Addison, it was much easier to grieve the loss of her mom. When she was seven, her father had abandoned them. It was quick. Explosive. There was no time to say goodbye. No time to process. Her mom, however, had slipped away slowly and steadily. Picked apart one night at a time by alcohol and famished men until she too was gone. That night, for the first time, Addison smoked the rest of the lipstick-smeared joint her mother had left behind. Each crackling inhale offered solace, each exhale a whisper that it was going to be okay.

      Addison’s fork scraped against the bottom of the orange-stained Tupperware as she shoveled rice into her mouth. Her knees were folded into her chest at the head of the dining table. She slid her phone closer, ready to begin catching up on all the texts and notifications she had missed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Veronica

      

      
        Addy, you ok? Did you get stuck at work late again? Call me ASAHP (as soon as humanly possible) xo

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Norah

      

      
        How do you know when a nurse is having a bad day?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mrs. Wells

      

      
        Hi honey, I wanted to invite you to Thanksgiving tomorrow at my house, don’t bring anything, I would love to have you.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Casablanca Notifications

      

      
        You have received 3 new messages from Chris

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Casablanca Notifications

      

      
        You have received 2 new messages from Tye

      

      

      

      

      

      Addison texted Veronica back first:

      Yeah I’m good, rough day at work, but I’m home now. Call you in a minute.

      Then her friend Norah:

      By being the friend of a nurse who had a bad day?

      Last, Mrs. Wells, her neighbor across the street:

      Hi Mrs. Wells, thank you for the invite, I’ll see you tomorrow.

      Addison swiped to the incoming text:

      
        
          
            
              
        Norah

      

      
        No, she won’t stop needling people :D

      

      

      

      
        
          
        But I have been told I was eerily intuitive

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Addison

      

      
        Good joke but bad timing. And by who? Professor Hanson?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Norah

      

      
        Aww, today was supposed to be a good day, putting in your notice and stuff

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Hey, Prof. Hanson was an intelligent woman

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Addison

      

      
        Putting in my notice was the only good part of the day, but sadly my patient died at the end of my shift

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Professor Hanson was crazy, you were the only one in our nursing cohort that liked her and that’s just because you two are equally as demented lol. Only a demented person would buy someone else a gift on their own birthday.

      

      

      

      

      

      Norah had been born on Christmas Day, but, like the Hallmark Channel, she liked to celebrate it in July. As a firm believer in equity, she held that the summer babies shouldn’t get to hoard the summers. Every year Norah threw a massive barbecue pool party where she watched each of her friends open a gift she’d handpicked and elegantly wrapped in newspaper and yarn. That year she had gifted Addison hard plastic cat knuckles with sharp pointed ears that hung from a key chain ring—one of the many benefits of hooking up with a tech guy who owned a 3D printer. (Norah had also scored printed coasters, boat parts, and a custom rack for her Nespresso pods.) As a result of peer pressure, Addison promptly attached the cat to her keys.

      
        
          
            
              
        Norah

      

      
        I’m sorry about your patient Addison. Try not to be too hard on yourself. You were the toughest girl back when we were in nursing school and still are the toughest ICU nurse I know. I’m not sure how you have stuck it out this long at that hospital.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        And, I’m by far the best Psych nurse you know ;)

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Addison

      

      
        Yes you are, and quite the diagnostician. In the five years we’ve been friends, you have managed to diagnose me with almost everything in the DSM-5 handbook

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Norah

      

      
        Come on! That’s not true, you only have GAD, separation anxiety disorder, social anxiety, dependent personality disorder . . .

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Addison

      

      
        Oh is that all?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Norah

      

      
        :)

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Addison

      

      
        You coming to Thanksgiving tomorrow?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Norah

      

      
        At your neighbors’?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Addison

      

      
        Yeah

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Norah

      

      
        I’ll probably come grab a bite

      

      

      

      

      

      Addison FaceTimed Veronica before opening the messages on her dating app, Casablanca—the app of “Chance Encounters,” “Where the Unexpected Becomes Extraordinary.” It was rule number one in their best friend handbook: Thou shall not open messages from men alone. Admittedly, a rule that was frequently broken. Veronica’s freshly washed face filled the phone screen, catching the nearby glow of candlelight. Skin care was her religion, her routine intricate. Addison’s routine, on the other hand, consisted of washing her face with whatever soap was available—a cardinal sin.

      “Okay, I’m going to open the messages from Chris first,” Addison announced.

      “Has he asked you to be his girlfriend yet? It’s been like a year since you’ve started talking, right?”

      “Not quite, but it feels like it. It’s been about six months. And I doubt he’ll make it exclusive anytime soon,” Addison replied, disquieted by her own sad inflection. “Everything is so easy when we’re together, but I don’t want to have to tell him what to do; he should be the one to take initiative.”

      “I still think you should just ask him yourself. Are you scared he’ll say no?” Veronica tried to understand as she adjusted the pins in her onyx hair, which would later be released into voluminous wavelets resting at her clavicle. Her micro bangs would be curled to a level of perfection that would make Bettie Page proud.

      “I’m not scared.” Addison hesitated. “I just think the guy should be the one to make the first move. Call me old fashioned.”

      “Addy, babe, we’ve known each other since elementary school. I was the one that held you when your dad left, shaved your hair into a Mohawk during your punk-rock phase, the one you lived with for two years until you were ready to go back home after your mom. Need I say more? You might be able to fool your other friends, but not me. I know what’s really going on.”

      “Oh really, and what is that?”

      “You’re scared of rejection,” Veronica began. “You’re afraid that if you’re the first one to say I love you or to make it exclusive, he’ll leave or say no.”

      Addison’s eyes defiantly drifted from the screen.

      “You know I’m right.”

      “No comment.”

      “You’re going to have to face it at some point, babe.” A beat. “Or, well, Norah’s a psych nurse—maybe she could give you some medication.”

      Addison laughed. “Norah would just give me the nurse’s dose of Ativan and call it a day.”

      Veronica laughed nervously. “Oh my gosh, Addy, you guys scare me sometimes.”

      Addison swiped to the dating app.

      
        
          
            
              
        Chris

      

      
        Hey Addy the Baddy

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Chris

      

      
        What you up to tonight?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Chris

      

      
        Lemme know if you want me to come over, would love to hang

      

      

      

      

      

      “Addy the Baddy,” Veronica teased. “Don’t tell me you have a nickname for him too.”

      Addison broke her silence. “Chris the Kiss.”

      Veronica cackled. “That’s not even good.”

      “That’s it, now I’m not going to tell you what Tye said,” Addison threatened.

      “You wouldn’t dare.”

      Veronica’s retort was met with a sly laugh.

      
        
          
            
              
        Tye

      

      
        I’ve really enjoyed getting to know you this past week. It’s refreshing to meet someone who is on the same page as I am, wanting to get married and start a family. With my 32nd birthday right around the corner, I don’t have much time to waste, and every second I spend talking to you never feels wasted⁠—

      

      

      

      

      

      Veronica stopped Addison as she was reading the message. “Okay, first of all, a little cheesy.”

      “Cheesy, but also kind of sweet,” Addison admitted.

      Veronica agreed. “And good for him for speaking what’s on his mind. Okay, then what?”

      
        
          
            
              
        Tye

      

      
        Let me know what your schedule is like this week, I would love to plan a date for us.

      

      

      

      

      

      “I don’t think you’ve told me about this one yet,” Veronica said. “He sounds pretty serious already.”

      “Well, we just started talking like a little over a week ago, maybe. He owns his own tech start-up business, which I guess he has already done one other time and sold for a lot of money. He has a border collie named Brutus⁠—”

      “Of course,” Veronica interrupted, suggesting that Addison was interested in him primarily because of the dog. Something she had been guilty of in the past.

      “His mom and sister are both nurses too, and he also loves eighties and nineties sitcoms.”

      “Which one is his favorite?” Veronica challenged.

      “Seinfeld.”

      “Okay, it’s in our top three.” Veronica nodded in approval. “Well, it definitely sounds like you guys have a lot in common,” she admitted. “But the real question is, how cute is he?”

      “Supercute. He has a kind of smoldering look to him. Dark hair and dark eyes.” Addison sent over a photo.

      “Wow, I never thought the day would come when Addy the Baddy would date a guy that wasn’t blonde.” Veronica smirked. “Oh, but he is so cute,” she added once she received the photo. “He kind of looks like Jughead’s dad, but kinder, if that makes sense.”

      “Yes! Total Skeet Ulrich vibes. I know, it’s weird, that’s not usually who I’d go for, but we really connected. We even like the same music⁠—”

      “Wait.” Veronica stopped her. “Favorite Nirvana song?”

      “‘Heart-Shaped Box,’” Addison replied.

      Veronica’s brows scrunched, and her gaze drifted.

      “Stop trying to figure him out based on his favorite Nirvana song. Life doesn’t work like that,” Addison said. They laughed and agreed that while it wasn’t the best Nirvana song, it was a great contender.

      “I’ll just text Chris later, depending on how I feel,” Addison said. “But how does this sound for Tye? I have enjoyed getting to know you as well and would love for you to plan a date. I am free on Friday if you want to get together.”

      Message sent, with Veronica’s approval.

      “If things don’t work out, you can give him my number.” Veronica winked.

      “Very funny.” Addison grinned. “What’s happening with your dating life anyways?”

      “Nothing at all. It’s actually really depressing.” Veronica sighed. “Can you believe I haven’t been with anyone since Carlos?”

      “Ah, yes, Carlos the bouncer.” Addison recalled the three-year relationship Veronica and Carlos had back when she was a burlesque dancer at Club 41.

      “Carlos the cheater,” Veronica corrected. After discovering his infidelity with two of the other burlesque dancers at the same club, Veronica had left Carlos and the profession entirely.

      “I still don’t get why you force me to get on Casablanca but you refuse to use dating apps.”

      “Because I want to meet someone naturally so we have a cute story to tell at our wedding,” Veronica said with hearts in her eyes.

      “You think I don’t want to meet someone naturally?” Addison protested.

      “No, that’s not what I meant by that. It’s just that you would actually have to leave the house to meet someone naturally, and you are more of a homebody, that’s all. Before we hang up, what happened at work? You said you had a rough shift?”

      “Yeah, another really bad code blue.” Addison sighed.

      “Oh no, I’m sorry, babe.”

      “It’s okay, thank you. It just kills me that I couldn’t save him.” Addison’s breath caught in her throat. “We are so short staffed that I feel like even the patients that could have been saved ended up dying. I did everything I could, and it still wasn’t enough. Literally the worst hospital in Maine.” Addison rested her chin on hand. “On top of that, the oncoming nurse just sat in the nurses’ station drinking her coffee.”

      “Wow, that’s horrible,” Veronica sympathized. “But don’t let things that are out of your control make you question your ability to save someone. You are an amazing nurse and you’ve saved tons of lives over the years, unless you were making all of those stories up to look good. It’s unfortunate that your hospital has gotten this bad, but as of today, you never have to go back.”

      “Praise be,” Addison said, evoking a giggle from Veronica—a nod to another one of their favorite shows.

      “On another note,” Veronica continued, “how are people like that even allowed to work there?”

      “You’d be surprised who they’ll hire when they’re desperate and want to save money.” Addison shook her head. “Do you want to hear something weird?”

      “Always.”

      “Before my patient coded, he grabbed me and said something that didn’t totally make sense.”

      “What do you mean? What did he say?”

      “Something like ‘Darkside must die.’”

      “That is creepy AF.” Veronica’s nose scrunched with distaste.

      Addison told her about the incompetent nurse. Her barely-there blunt sizzled as she took a long, final hit. “The patient already had a low chance of survival, but I feel like this guy made sure he didn’t. I know that sounds crazy, but I just have this gut feeling that something wasn’t right.”

      “I am honestly shocked that hospital is even open. You absolutely need to report him, Addy.”

      Addison assured Veronica she would.

      “All right, babe, I have to let you go; I have a client early in the morning. This super-rich lady wants to hire me to plan a safari gala—don’t ask. Text me tomorrow.”
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