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      “So what’s the deal with this new doctor we’re getting?”

      The sound of one of their junior doctors popping up right behind them without warning would have made any other doctor jump out of their skin. For Tara Hunter, Dr. Phelps’s penchant for appearing without making a sound was a daily occurrence. By now, she barely batted an eyelid at the sound of his voice.

      Phelps was the third person today to make a comment about the recent addition to the ER staff, Tara noted as she signed off another patient to be discharged. The first time she heard about a newly hired doctor was in the hallway as she’d started her shift, but she was in a rush to get to the department, so she didn’t have time to stop and chat. The second time was when one of the nurses had been discussing it, but they’d had a cardiac arrest come through the doors before she could ask anything more about it.

      “Okay, I’ll bite.” She handed off the discharge papers to the nurse behind the front desk, slipping her pen back into the pocket of her white coat. She was only halfway through what had turned out to be an exhausting shift, and while the matter of the new doctor wasn’t the first thing on her mind, it was a nagging concern. “Who’s the newbie?”

      Phelps, who’d tailed her to the front desk, talking absentmindedly about the newest addition to the team, stopped in his tracks. “You haven’t heard?”

      “If I had, I probably wouldn’t have asked,” she pointed out, folding her arms. There was an icy bite to her tone that she couldn’t quite keep out of her voice, even though she knew it wasn’t fair. After all, it wasn’t exactly Phelps’s fault that she hadn’t been told about the new doctor.

      “All I know is we’re getting an ER doctor. Hired out from another hospital.”

      Tara paused, suspicious. They hadn’t had a new hire in a painfully long time; all of her begging for another doctor on the team had fallen on deaf ears, no matter how overworked her staff were becoming. Every plea she’d made had met the same response: a new doctor for the emergency department simply wasn’t in the budget. What had changed?

      “Which hospital?”

      “St. Jude, I think the nurses said.”

      “St. Jude?” Tara echoed, reaching for her phone as she felt it buzz in her pocket. “Who’d transfer from St. Jude to here?”

      “That’s what I thought.” Phelps shrugged, shoving his hands deep into his pockets. “I thought you were the one that hired her.”

      “Well, I didn’t,” Tara muttered darkly. She knew exactly who had gone over her head and hired a new doctor to the department without even consulting her first—there was only one person in the hospital who could do that.

      Phelps recognized that look. Although he’d only worked in City General ER for a year, he’d seen that look enough times to know exactly what was about to happen: someone was about to get yelled at. “Do no harm.”

      “What?”

      “Just reminding you of the oath you took when you became a doctor.” He grinned at her brightly. “In case you were thinking of killing someone today.”

      Tara shot him a disparaging look. Phelps was twenty-eight, and in the real world that would have made him a full-grown adult who paid taxes and was probably well on his way to settling down behind a white picket fence with a pretty wife and 2.5 kids. Maybe it was just Tara, or maybe this was the case with all doctors her age, but this twenty-eight-year-old who stood in front of her was still basically a kid in her eyes. And in a lot of ways, she treated him exactly the same way she would have treated her own child, if she had one.

      “Phelps,” she began, with a note of maternal irritation. “Get back to work. And don’t make jokes about me killing someone in the middle of the ER.”

      “Sure thing, boss.” He threw up a mini salute before spinning around and heading back to work, leaving Tara to stew in peace.

      It didn’t take her long to figure out what she wanted to do next. As she left the emergency department and headed for the administrative offices two floors up, doctors physically sidestepped her to get out of her way. She was a woman on the warpath, practically wearing a sign around her neck that read ‘Do NOT fuck with me.’

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket again, and as she stepped out of the elevator on the fourth floor, she fished her phone out of her pocket to check who it was, even though there was a part of her that already knew what she was going to see.

       2 unread texts – Bob

       11:43 AM: My office. Need to talk.

      11:49 AM: Now.

      Tara felt a familiar scowl pull at her lips, and her pace slowed. She knew it was petty and childish, but seeing those two messages made her want to toss her phone in her locker and head back to the ER. There was something about the tone of those messages that turned her stomach. He wasn’t asking for her time; he was demanding it.

      With a heavy sigh, Tara dropped her phone back into her pocket and headed off towards the administrative offices, albeit at a much slower pace. 

      The administration had much nicer offices than she did—their offices were far grander than any of the Heads of Department. Bob got a nice big window with a view over the city, a waiting area with flowers, chocolates, and a pretty secretary. They allocated Tara a cramped office behind the emergency room, filled to the brim with textbooks, medical journals, and patient files. There was a couch, but a junior doctor who wanted a quiet place to nap during their lunch break usually occupied it.

      The waiting area was off the main hallway, and it was shared between the director of the hospital, the chief administrator, and the clinical director. Just like always, when Tara stepped into the waiting area and the door swung shut behind her, she felt like she’d stepped into a different world.

      It was just a glass door that separated the three main administration offices from the rest of the hospital, but they may have been in a different building. No matter where you were in the hospital, there was always a sense of urgency, a constant reminder that everywhere you looked, people were holding human lives in their hands. But when that glass door closed, that desperation and urgency faded into background noise, drowned out by the sound of the air conditioner and the tapping of well-manicured fingers against the keyboard.
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      “Good morning, Dr Hunter.” The familiar sound of Samantha, the secretary shared between the three offices, greeted her. She had that silky smooth voice that was meant to relax you as soon as you stepped into the perfectly designed office space, but it only set Tara on edge for some reason.

      “Is he in his office?” she asked, jerking her thumb in the direction of the door to her right. She didn’t bother to wait for a response before she crossed over to it, pushing the door open without bothering to knock. There was hardly any point when he was expecting her, anyway.

      He was sitting behind his desk, going over papers, and when Tara walked in, he didn’t even bother looking up at her. It was the same every time she’d ended up in his office over the past few months—he would deliberately keep her waiting while he finished up whatever he was doing while she stood there silently. It was a power play, like everything was with him.

      “I need to talk to you,” she said pointedly. He nodded without looking up, waving a hand towards the chair opposite him.

      “What a coincidence. I need to talk to you too.”

       “That’s still my ER down there, right?” Tara asked sarcastically, gesturing to the door she’d just come through. “I mean, I didn’t accidentally hand over the rights or something, did I?”

      He sighed, leaning back in his chair and looking over at her disparagingly. “Is this about the new doctor I gave you in the ER?”

      “The doctor you gave me?”

      She knew she shouldn’t let him get to her. She knew this was a way of him winding her up, and she knew that he got some kind of sick pleasure out of it every time her voice rose in indignation. But she couldn’t help it.

      “You’ve been asking for help in the ER for months, Tara.” He shrugged. “I’m throwing you a bone here. If you don’t want the extra set of hands–”

      “It’s still my ER, right?” she repeated, crossing the room and coming to a stop in front of his desk, where she put both hands flat against the wood, right next to his nameplate: Robert Hunter, M.D. “My name is still on the office, right? The ER doctors still report to me, don’t they?”

      Bob let out a long-suffering sigh, as if Tara was a petulant resident who was getting up in arms over a simple instruction, rather than a department head who was being undermined. “What do you want from me?”

      He raised his hands in a listless, nonchalant way, and that simple gesture was enough to make Tara want to scream. He didn’t care at all. He didn’t care about how frustrating this was for her; he didn’t care how angry or hurt she was.

      “I want to know which doctors I’m going to be working alongside down there,” she snapped, white-hot anger bubbling up through her chest and into her throat. “I didn’t think that was going to be something difficult for you to follow, Bob!”

      “Tara, come on.” He sighed, all but rolling his eyes at her. “Calm down. You wanted a doctor, so I got you a doctor.”

      “I asked you to let me find a replacement for O’Hara three months ago!” Tara threw her hands up in the air, just barely managing to reel in the urge to fling something across the room. “You gave me no choice in the decision and now you just dropped them on me like some stray dog you picked up at the pound!”

      Bob’s office door opened before he had the chance to defend himself, interrupting the conversation. “Knock, knock, can I–”

      Tara swung around, her blood pressure already rising when she realized who she was about to come face to face with: the hospital’s chief administrator, dressed to the nines in an immaculate baby blue pantsuit, her hair perfectly curled and pinned into place. Next to her, dressed in her scrubs with her wild dark hair, trying desperately to escape her rough semblance of a ponytail, Tara looked like she was from a different planet.

      “Oh, Tara,” she simpered, her lips spreading into a smile that was too wide and bright to be real. “I didn’t realize it was you up here.”

      “Good afternoon, Melanie.”

      “I take it Bob’s talked to you about the financing issue, then?” Rather than coming into the office properly, Melanie just hung there in the doorway, balanced on one shiny leather stiletto as she leaned her torso in as far as possible. “That’s what all the yelling was about?”

      Now what? Tara thought bitterly, tossing Bob a scathing look over her shoulder. There was a time when that look made him recoil, but now he barely batted an eyelid. “No. He hasn’t talked to me about the—what financing issue?”

      “I’d have told you all about it when you walked in if you hadn’t started yelling at me about the new doctor I got you.”

       “You didn’t get me–” Tara stopped herself, closing her eyes for a moment to calm herself down. She couldn’t do this, not here in front of both of them. She couldn’t handle hearing Melanie’s condescending whine of disapproval—she didn’t want the administrator to know she was getting to Tara. She took a deep breath in, let out another slow breath through her nose, and started again. “You didn’t get me a doctor, Bob. You threw one at me. How am I supposed to work with people I don’t even know?”

       “Well, I guess you’ll just have to get to know her when she arrives, won’t you?” Melanie suggested, throwing up her hand in an attempt at a wave. “I’ll leave this in your hands, Bob. I’ve got a meeting with some Pharma reps. Try to keep the noise down a little, would you?”

      The door closed with a click behind her, and Tara rounded on Bob again.

      “What financing issue?”

      “You know exactly what I’m about to say.”

      And just like that, in the blink of an eye, Tara was back to anger. “Oh, you’ve got to be fucking kidding me, Bob…”

       “When we agreed to run this community program, we gave you a set list of instructions to be careful to not go over budget, Tara.” He fished out some papers from a drawer in his desk, dropping them closer to her so she could see them. “Your little charity program is the biggest drain on our resources, barring the Emergency Department itself, that is.”

      This was the last thing she needed today. “You can’t scrap the program, Bob. It’s helping people who would never even walk through our doors if we weren’t offering–”

      “I’m not scrapping the program.” He cut over her loudly. “I’m not thinking about anything like that. What I am concerned about is cutting the costs back to something we can actually handle. We’re just hemorrhaging money here.”

      There was a biting comment on the tip of Tara’s tongue, but she didn’t have time to spit it out; her phone buzzed again in her pocket, three times in quick succession. Someone wanted her attention, and seeing as it couldn’t have been Bob, it was probably the ER.

      She was right. She had three texts from one of her doctors.

      Need you.

      Getting busy.

      Car crash w. 4 patients.

      “I have to go,” she said, sending a quick ‘okay’ in response. “They need me in the ER.”

      “Do they really?” Bob asked. “Or did you tell one of your doctors to fake an emergency to get you out of this conversation?”

      “I’m the head of the emergency department, Robert,” she snapped. “I don’t have to fake an emergency.”

      He thought about that for a second. “Fair point. Go on then; we’ll talk about the community program later.”

      “Excellent, I can’t wait,” she muttered, stashing her phone back in her pocket. “At least give me the file.”

      “What file?”

      “The doctor’s file. The doctor you hired without my permission to work in my department. Give me her file so I can learn about her before I start letting her cut into my patients.”

      Bob couldn’t argue with that. After all of this, he at least owed her that common courtesy. Gabriella Ellis’s file was still on his desk from where he’d spent the morning going over it again, so he tossed it in Tara’s direction. “Go nuts.”

      The door slammed behind Tara on her way out, making the framed photograph on Bob’s desk rattle. For a moment it looked like it was going to fall, but then it steadied itself and he relaxed.

      The picture had only been taken a few months ago, on his recent weekend away in the Hamptons with Melanie. They were seated in a restaurant together, arms around each other as they beamed into the camera. The waiter had taken the photo for them—some underpaid kid who was more than happy to go above and beyond in his service in the hopes of getting a better tip at the end of the night.

      Bob sighed heavily, his right hand drifting over to the bare ring finger of his left. It was a subconscious action, one he barely even registered that he was doing, but it was something that happened every time Tara was in his office. His fingers were searching for the wedding band that wasn’t there anymore, ghosting over the fading tan line that stood in its place. The ring was long gone; Melanie had disposed of it, and he never asked where.

      As he sat there, staring at the door she’d left through, Bob wondered what Tara had done with her ring.
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      “Is that the new doctor’s file?”

      “I thought you were asleep.” Tara looked up from Dr. Gabriella Ellis’s personal file and glanced across to the couch in her office. It was currently occupied by Phelps, who was curled up on it in an attempt to get a few minutes of rest. At six foot four, there was no way his lanky body could be comfortable on there, but nonetheless, he’d cramped himself into the tight space without complaint.

       “Can’t sleep.” He shuffled up so his head was on the armrest, the pillow clutched tightly to his chest like a security blanket. Tara couldn’t help but smile just a little at the image of the young doctor curled up on her couch, using his white lab coat as a makeshift blanket. At times like these, he looked even more like a child than normal.

      “Then get out of my office.”

      “I’ve still got time on my break.”

      She cocked her head to one side, narrowing her eyes. “You’d rather spend your break cooped up with me in my office than out in the break room with the others?”

      “I like it here. It’s quiet.”

      “You’re weird.” Tara went back to reading Ellis’s file, her gaze lingering on the identification photograph for a moment. Her new doctor was young, but impressive for her age. Ellis had gone to an excellent medical school. She’d graduated in the top 5% of her class, and she had impressive reviews from course leaders and teachers alike.

      “You can’t say that to me; you’re my boss. That’s like workplace harassment or something.”

      “Phelps…” she warned, not bothering to look up. “I’m reading.”

      “Sorry.” There was a beat of silence, and then the rustling of cloth as the younger doctor sat up. “What’s she like?”

      “Well, I could tell you if I knew anything about her. Unfortunately, I can’t get five minutes of peace to read the damn thing.” Tara shot him a pointed look before sitting back in her chair. “It’s weird.”

      Phelps tossed the pillow aside, standing up and crossing the room to sit across the desk from her. “What’s weird?”

      “She’s got shining recommendations from all her classes. Her residency was phenomenal, but… There’s nothing about her last job. Not even a letter of recommendation, nothing.”

      “Maybe she thought her application was good enough without one?” Phelps suggested. Tara shot him a withering look, not even bothering to respond.

      “Or she’s a burnout who didn’t want a shitty recommendation on her record when she applied here.”

      “Or that. Either way, I guess we’ll find out tomorrow, right?”

      “Right,” Tara murmured, looking down at the file again, at her new doctor.
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      It was early—far too early for any normal person to be awake. And ordinarily, to be fair to her, Gabby wouldn’t be awake at four in the morning unless she was working.

      Her first shift at City General was in only a few hours, and although she’d deny it vehemently if anyone asked her, Gabby was nervous. As she laid there in her room, staring up into the darkness and tapping out an anxious beat against the comforter, she realized she’d never really started a new job before.

      She’d done her residency at St. Jude’s, so when she’d started there, she’d come up with a bunch of other young doctors. She wasn’t the only small fish in the big pond—all she’d had to do when she felt nervous was look around at the others, and she’d felt a little comforted when she’d seen they were all just as clueless as her.

      Then St. Jude’s had offered her a job when her residency had finished, and she’d taken it without thinking twice. Not only had she grown to know her fellow doctors, but a few of the other residents who’d come up with her had stayed on too, so there were plenty of familiar faces. But now, only a few hours away from walking into the City General emergency room, it was a whole different ball game.

      Gabby realized with a start that she hadn’t felt this way since high school, when she’d transferred to a new school part way through her sophomore year. By that point everyone had forged friendships and built cliques, and she’d wandered in with her too-big sweatshirt and braces, lost and alone. Of course, it hadn’t taken her long to find friends of her own, but there was still that nerve-wracking first few weeks where she had no idea of where to sit at lunch.

      It felt like that all over again. It felt like she was about to be the new kid in class, and she was going to have to stand up and tell the class three fun facts about herself. The whole thing made her want to puke.

      Eventually, she decided she couldn’t keep lying in bed doing nothing, so she tossed the comforter off her bed and wandered into the kitchen for a coffee. Maybe keeping herself busy would help to take her mind off how nervous she was.

      She hopped onto the kitchen counter to enjoy her first coffee of the morning in peace, and as she did so, Gabby looked around her small apartment. She’d lived here ever since residency, even as most of her friends had moved on to better and bigger places in neighborhoods that weren’t quite so sketchy.

      Her parents had been urging her to move out of her 500 square foot apartment for years now. It was no place for an accomplished doctor to live, they’d told her time and time again. But Gabby didn’t care. She didn’t care that it was so small she could barely fit all of her stuff in
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