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For anyone who’s ever felt

like they had to hide

the hurting parts of themselves

to be easier to love.







AUTHOR’S NOTE

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







CHAPTER ONE

NOMI

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

Pube chores.

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

Regrettably, business is booming.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

See? No time for love.

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

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

I take another tug of weed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“—area.”

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

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

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

“How did this happen?!”

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

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

“No!”

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

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

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

“Scones? Plural?!”

“Experimentation requires sacrifice, Nomi!”

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

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

“Huh?”

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

“What? No, they don’t.”

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

“Eve! Just park!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

No.

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

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

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

Dr. Julian D’Angelo.

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

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

“What happened?”

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

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

Maybe I should just bleed out.

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

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

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

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

I’ve been pissed at him ever since.

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

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

“Tell me what happened,” he orders.

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

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

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

“I can’t, I can’t!”

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

“—area,” I mewl.

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

“Where’s the injury?” he barks.

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

Jesus, I said that aloud?

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

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

“Then get out!”

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

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

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

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

“No-no-no!”

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

I squinch up my entire face.

“THREE!”

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

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

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

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

“No.”

Yes. But I’m not telling him that.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Is it that bad?” I cry.

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

Julian D’Angelo is cleaning my vulva.

Julian D’ANGELO is CLEANING my VULVA.

JULIAN D’ANG—

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

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

And now, my time has come.

“Slide forward.”

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

I want to die. And also, have sex.

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

Oh, Jesus. I’m definitely getting wet.

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

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

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

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

“Wait!”

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

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

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

“It’s a… vibe. I guess.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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