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Prologue

	2014

	Jackhammers. Lulu struggled out of the foggy depths of a deep sleep after a troubled night. God knows why she chose that ringtone. She rolled an arm loose of the doona, stabbing blindly until the incessant noise stopped. She’d probably only hit the snooze button, so unless she got her shit together, the jackhammers would start again in five minutes.

	She rolled onto her back. Her closed eyes were just visible and a mess of knotty dark hair framed her head on the pillow. Lulu heard Grace moving about as she became aware of her surroundings and the last vestiges of sleep slipped away. Once she’d gone, Lulu threw the doona back and blinked at the dirty white ceiling. Fuck, she was tired. Every part of her body felt heavy and dull. Her brain was like porridge. The stodgy, clumpy kind they served in the caff. Not like her mum’s.

	Standing up made her head spin and she paused briefly before grabbing her toiletry bag and heading into the hall, head down, hoping not to run into anyone. She made it to the bathrooms at the end of the corridor and slowly pushed the door open, eyes grazing across the stalls, and let out a sigh of relief. She was alone.

	She barricaded herself in a stall, wiped the seat clean, and sat down. Things had happened in here. But a reprieve for now, at least. At the sink, she looked at her reflection in the mirror. Deep purple-grey smudges under her hazel eyes, waxy pale skin, and a harrowed, vacant expression. Oh, and a huge zit on her forehead! Awesome, another reason for ridicule.

	An audible sigh of defeat escaped her lips as she went to work. First, her hair. Detangling spray and comb. Five minutes to work through the knots, anxiety simmering all the while. Still pouffy. Lulu turned on the tap and dunked her head in the sink. Once wet, she slicked it into a bun atop her head, a trail of water snaking down her back as she secured it with pins and the school green scrunchy. She grabbed some paper towel and dabbed her face dry.

	Should I squeeze it, she wondered. She brushed her teeth, tossing up the varying barbs likely to be thrown her way if she squeezed it, or left the pussy cream pie where it was. Would a band aid help? She could say she’d scratched herself, or maybe blame the dorm cat? Fuck it. Just squeeze the fucker!

	A satisfying squirt. She cleaned the mirror and pressed some paper to the bloody crater. Shoulders slumped, she opened the bathroom door again, slowly, tentatively, pulse rising. Head out, innards clenched. Corridor clear. Release. Shuffle to the relative safety of her room, head down. Another reprieve.

	She looked at her phone. Shit. Five minutes until the end of breakfast. Not that she’d eat that slop. But she wanted to grab a piece of fruit. She needed to eat at least three things a day. She’d learnt that the hard way. 

	No time to reminisce. Uniform on. Jumper. Both loose. She no longer had a school bag. One day she’d found it chopped into little pieces and scattered around the room. Her stuff had been missing too, of course. Not the first time. One book wet in the sink, one she dug out from beneath the banana peels and slime of the bin, her fingers slick with gore. Another in the cleaner’s closet under the stairs.

	That’s when she’d started plotting, inventorying its contents. Bleach, ladder, cleaning spray, broom, mop, wipes, even duct tape. Her pulse had quickened as she’d snapped a quick pic on her phone. Later, when Grace was asleep, she zoomed in on the picture, looking at each item. Thinking. There was even a length of rope. The cupboard wasn’t even locked.

	Now that it was tonight, she was weirdly excited. And scared shitless. It was a double-edged sword: fear/excited, fear, excited, fear… Would she be brave enough to go through with it? She thought so. Lulu bundled her things into a Coles bag. Hand on the doorknob, deep breath, and turn. Head down, at pace down the corridor. She thumped into the wall as someone shoulder-charged her. No point looking up to see who it was. It didn’t matter. Keep moving. Downstairs, voices, noise, Lulu became engulfed in the melee. The house mistress was there. She slowed down slightly and caught her eye, smiling briefly, before continuing. There was a furrowing of the mistress’s brow, a wringing of her hands. She knew. Lulu slipped out the door and raced down to the cafeteria before the mistress could stop her. As she trotted quickly down the stairs, she missed the outstretched foot going in the opposite direction and careened down the last few steps. She landed with a thump and a scrape. Raucous laughter behind her.

	Pretty girls, blonde ponytails swinging, dark green ribbons tied neatly. Socks pulled up, shoes shined. Laughing eyes, attractive smiles, neat teeth. That’s what everyone else saw. Lulu saw only tormentors. Evil petty bitches. Her Coles bag had ripped in the fall, and her stuff had spewed on the ground. Her dress was dirty, her chin and palms bleeding. A tear leaked from her eye. She sniffed and wiped her nose on her sleeve to a chorus of more laughter and snide remarks. A passing sixth former stopped to help her gather her things. 

	‘Are you OK?’ she asked.

	Lulu nodded, head down, not making eye contact. Not trusting herself to speak. 

	By the time she made it to the caff, it was predictably closed. But she went around the back and knocked on the staff entrance. The cook opened the door and let Lulu in, taking in her dishevelled appearance. She pointed to a stool, and Lulu was relieved she asked nothing of her. Just found some antiseptic and band-aids, and even some cotton balls at the back of a cupboard. When Lulu had finished cleaning herself up and tossed the balls in the bin, she asked if she could grab some fruit, explaining she’d missed breakfast. The cook let her help herself, so she grabbed some fruit and rice cakes. That way, she could avoid the caff at lunch. Find a quiet spot to hide away. As she was leaving, the cook thrust a Mars Bar and a fresh plastic bag at her. Lulu looked up into her eyes and saw recognition. Another soul battered and bruised by bullies. 

	Now to get through the day. Lulu picked seats toward the back of class when she could. Her tormentors couldn’t pull her hair or throw spitballs, but they could whisper loud enough for her to hear, and send missives laced with hate. She tried to block it out and concentrate, but it was corrosive.

	As soon as the bell rang for morning tea, she slipped out and ducked straight into the library, finding a corner to inhabit. No one followed. Her guts unclenched and she ate one rice cake and a mandarin. The library was silent. Some of the girls, her friends once, thought it was creepy, but Lulu found it comforting. The silence amongst the books, stories waiting to be read, endless possibilities. Maybe if she had done things better, her story could have been different. Like those choose-your-own-adventure books when she was a kid. If you didn’t like the ending, you went back to one of the choices you’d made earlier and did something different.

	Next class, double maths. Her favourite teacher. Where all the trouble started. Praise at the wrong time, in front of the wrong ears. Coming first in tests. In this class, she would endure the front row. Mrs Henson would expect it. She would have to concentrate, knowing she would be called upon. But her brain was so muddled.

	Sitting behind her was Kathy, the evil cunt who started all of this. Lulu’s shoulders slumped and that clenching in her guts became like a vice. Kathy wore a sinister smile. Every time Mrs Henson was facing the board, Kathy kicked her chair. The first time there were quiet sniggers, but Mrs Henson turned around. After that, only silence with every kick. Kathy did it with little noise, and it didn’t hurt, but it was unnerving. The anticipation, the teeth jarring, the shudder through her back and pelvis.

	Lulu fantasised about stabbing Kathy. Kick-stab, the knife sinking into flesh, warm blood coming up over her hands, a look of surprise on Kathy’s pretty face. Kick-stab.

	Shit, Mrs Henson had called on her. She hadn’t been paying attention. Her answer was incorrect and Mrs Henson’s brow creased. Concentrate. Kick, kick, kick.

	 

	By lunch, Lulu’s nerves were fried. She was also feeling dizzy again. Library, hide, eat, risk a cat nap. Just double art to go. None of the core tormentors were in this class. People ignored her, and that was fine. Peace. They were doing clay sculptures now and Lulu enjoyed the feel of moulding the clay. Rubbing and rolling it between her fingers. Smoothing, softening, creating. She got lost in the rhythm of her hands and the music in her ears. For once, not on guard. The bell. Shattering her peace. Packing up utensils, back turned. A blow to the guts. Winded. Someone had ‘accidentally’ dropped a jar of glaze onto her piece. A fist-sized dent. Ruined. The one thing that had given her any joy in this last year. Her teacher came over. Fussing. Trying to ‘fix’ it. It was trash. Like her. She tossed it into the bin amidst protests from her teacher, turned her back, and left.

	Next few hours were tricky. She had to navigate free time in the dorm before dinner. Bag dumped in her room, quick dash to her spot, out of bounds in the attic storeroom. Sitting on the dormer window ledge. A month ago, when Lulu had found this spot, she’d salvaged a couple of old cushions and brought them up here. It was cold, but relatively comfortable. And she could look out, unseen. Invisible.

	Lulu had brought a notepad, pen, and luckily there was enough Wi-Fi for YouTube. She started with the letter. That was hard. Then YouTube. When she’d watched the video five times and practiced with a school ribbon until she had the hand movements committed to memory, she stopped and looked out the window. Girls on the oval practicing hockey. She still had nightmares, in her rare sleeping moments, about those sticks. Lulu shuddered and turned back to her phone. Pics of her family. Tears. Regret.

	Movement out the window. Girls heading down to dinner. Attendance would be checked, unlike breakfast. She had to go. She wiped her arm across her wet face. Back to her room. Grace was there. Lulu put her things away but kept the letter she’d written. Tucked it into her bra with her back to Grace. They left for dinner together. No talking, no touching.

	Lulu got the smallest amount of food she could and sat on the house mistress’s table. Pushing food around the plate. Small mouthfuls of vegetables, a flavourless paste, claggy and bland. During study hall, she pretended to work and sneaked bites of the Mars Bar, savouring the caramel. At lights out, the countdown started.

	Lulu waited until two o’clock. Everyone would be asleep. The background adrenaline simmering under the surface was keeping her awake. Time.

	Slow, quiet movements. Out of bed. Leave the letter under the doona. Open the door. Slight squeak, quick look back at Grace, a surge of adrenaline. No movement. Pulse slowing slightly. In the corridor, pull but not shut the door. Sneak down the hall. Cleaner’s cupboard. Ladder first. Heavy and awkward. Carry it to the bathroom. Knock it into ankles twice. Ouch, fuck.

	Door closed. Set it up in the shower stall. Second pass to cupboard for rope. Lift it out from the back. Careful not to knock over the bottles. Heavier than expected. Quicker back to bathroom this time. Close door. On the floor in the shower, hands and fingers twisting, turning, looping. Trying not to remember the past horrors here… Pull tight.

	Up the ladder, secure the rope over the steel frame. Drop noose down. Noise in the corridor. Thunder of blood in Lulu’s ears. Crouching down, out of sight. Holding breath.

	Bathroom door opening. Footsteps into the toilets. Sound of peeing, flushing, footsteps out, door shutting. Long exhalation. Need to hurry now.

	Check length and adjust. Now it’s time. Chicken out time? No, can’t, keep going. Time.

	Head in, prickly and rough. Push off ladder, being careful not to knock it over. Drop in weight. So tight, can’t breathe. Fuck! Lungs burning. Scratching, clawing, legs kicking wildly. Warm urine trickling down. Can’t breathe. Need air. Blood pounding, sweat prickling. Hot. Can’t breathe! No! No. No… No… N—


Chapter 1

	Poppy tried to keep her face neutral as the corners of her mouth kept threatening mutiny, twitching ever so slightly upward toward a smile. She almost had to pinch herself to be sure this was real. Finally, the life she’d wanted for so long was a reality. A life that almost didn’t happen. Dang it, there was that pesky smile again.

	‘You don’t see that every day,’ Will said, brushing his unruly shag of hair off his forehead and grinning at her like a loon, effectively bringing Poppy out of her internal reverie and back to the noisy, pulsing beast that was The Bennelong ED, and the patient in front of them with the unexpected problem of a sewing machine needle impaled through her finger.

	‘It doesn’t really hurt,’ Mary said, holding it up as they both bent forwards, captivated.

	‘OK, let’s get a closer look,’ Will said crouching down in front of her and gently cradling her hand. Poppy watched him eagerly, memorising the way he stretched out each of the fingers, leaving the impaled index finger until last and checking the blood supply and nerve function of each.

	Unable to help herself, she asked ‘how did it happen?’ a thrill of excitement only barely contained.

	‘It all happened so quickly, I guess. I wasn’t paying enough attention. I should have unplugged the machine when I was changing the needles over. I guess I’ll never make that mistake again!’ she finished, laughing.

	Poppy still couldn’t believe Mary was sitting here, laughing, completely unfazed. She was itching to take a photo so she could show Gemma and Lucas later. After finishing his examination, Will stood up and his eyes locked with Poppy’s.

	‘What do we do now?’ she asked him, expectantly.

	‘I’m not sure,’ he said after a beat, raking his hand again through his unruly blonde curls.

	Poppy had only met Will Charles this morning, being assigned to shadow him today before starting her first shift as a newly minted medical intern on Monday. She had a brief internal cringe thinking back to their awkward meeting. A nurse had pointed her towards the central raised section with counters and computer terminals where the doctors and nurses did their notes and congregated. Will was reasonably tall with blonde shaggy hair, marginally tamed around his ears, and a sprouting of freckles across his nose and cheeks. He was laughing with the guy next to him when she approached. 

	Poppy waited until he noticed her standing slightly behind him, then said tentatively, ‘Hi, are you William? I’m Poppy, one of the new interns… I’m supposed to shadow you today?’ Please be William and not Charles! She struggled with names, especially when someone had two Christian names. Which one came first?

	‘Hi, call me Will,’ he said, shaking her hand enthusiastically. ‘Welcome to the flight deck. This is Sebastian.’ 

	They exchanged a hi and Sebastian reached over to shake her hand. 

	‘Sebastian is one of the senior Registrars. He’s South African, but we don’t hold it against him that he supports the Spring Boks.’ 

	They both laughed, and Poppy just smiled awkwardly.

	‘So, Poppy, where are you from and where’d you go to medical school?’ asked Will with a big smile on his face. Poppy couldn’t help returning his smile; he was just that open.

	‘Well, I grew up in Orange, was a boarder in Sydney for high school, and did medicine in Newcastle. So, I guess a bit all over. How about you?’

	‘I’m from BrisVegas, you know, Brisbane?’

	‘Sure.’

	‘But after doing a science degree at the University of Queensland, I came to Sydney to do medicine at the University of Sydney. The Bennelong was my clinical school, so I was keen to stay here as an intern.’

	‘Has it been a good year?’

	‘Yeah, it’s been really great.’

	 

	‘Let’s go chat with Sebastian,’ Will said, pulling Poppy back to the present again. Focus, she chastised herself. 

	Poppy followed like a puppy, still buoyed by the excitement of such an interesting case.

	‘Seb,’ Will said on approach. ‘Got a corker for you.’

	‘I’m listening,’ Sebastian replied, looking up from the computer terminal he was typing at. Jeez, he’s hot! His brown skin was so even and blemish-free, but the lines around his eyes aged him. Poppy guessed he was probably in his late thirties as she noticed the platinum wedding band on his left hand. Dang.

	‘We’ve got a lady who has a sewing machine needle impaled through her index finger. Blood supply and nerve function is intact and she’s in minimal pain. But I don’t know… should we just clean it and pull it out?’ he asked, and Poppy noticed how he shrugged his shoulders up slightly at the end, showing his uncertainty. She liked that he was so honest, not trying to impress Sebastian, or her.

	‘Wow, that’s a new one,’ Seb said to Mary, Will, and Poppy after he’d taken a look for himself. ‘OK, won’t be long, and we’ll get that out for you.’

	He pulled Will and Poppy back out into the corridor and said, ‘So I agree, the finger looks pretty good. I don’t think we need an X-ray. I think you just need to pull it out.’

	‘But how?’ Will asked.

	‘Well, pliers would be ideal,’ Sebastian said, rubbing his freshly shaven square chin. 

	‘Do we have those?’ Poppy asked, not sure if it was a dumb question, an instant heat rising up her neck.

	‘Actually, I’m not sure,’ Sebastian said. ‘Let’s go look in the supply room.’

	They rummaged through the surgical instruments and eventually found something resembling pliers.

	‘Good luck,’ Sebastian said and left them to it.

	‘OK,’ said Will, ‘do you want to do it, Poppy?’

	Poppy locked eyes with him, noticing his completely earnest expression, but couldn’t help the reflexive raise of her eyebrows. It was clear he wasn’t shirking the responsibility, more that he wanted to give her the opportunity to have a go. 

	‘Sure,’ she said, in as confident a tone as she could muster, whilst feeling her legs go mushy at the thought of doing something even Sebastian had never done before. 

	They got some cleaning supplies and a dressing pack and went back to Mary.

	‘OK,’ Will said to Mary, ‘we’re going to clean the finger and the needle as best we can and then we’re going to pull it out and dress the wound.’

	He made it sound so simple, like pulling out a splinter. But for Poppy, it was anything but simple. She was equal parts excited and terrified. What if she pulled it out and they’d made a mistake in their assessment and an artery started pulsing blood? Or what if she nicked a nerve as she pulled it out and Mary ended up with permanent nerve damage and couldn’t work anymore? Poppy suddenly felt paralysed with fear, standing there staring at the needle in Mary’s finger.

	‘OK, Poppy,’ Will said gently, noticing her frozen state, ‘why don’t you start by gently cleaning the area, starting at the edge of the needle and working your way out? I’ll be right here with you.’

	Poppy looked into his eyes and gave him a nervous half-smile and then took a deep, stabilising breath before cleaning the area with chlorhexidine.

	‘Is that hurting?’ she asked Mary, the hint of a tremor in her voice.

	‘No, it’s totally fine,’ she replied cheerfully, and Poppy allowed herself to relax slightly and concentrate on what she was doing.

	‘Great… OK, I’m just going to try pulling it out now?’ Poppy said with the upward inflection of a question as she attached the surgical pliers to the needle and clasped firmly. Her hands felt slick with sweat in her gloves, and she was worried she could not grasp it firmly enough to pull it out. She stopped and took another steadying breath, then gripped again, this time more securely. As soon as she felt her grip was solid, she asked Will to hold the finger still for counter traction and pulled back firmly. She was surprised to find the needle slipped out with ease, like a knife sliding through soft butter.

	‘Nice one, Poppy,’ Will said putting pressure on the wound, staunching the blood flow quickly. A tickle of excitement and a small surge of adrenaline coursed through Poppy. She’d just succeeded in her first procedure! Phew! She did an internal happy dance. Poppy and Will dressed the finger and Poppy even got to administer a tetanus booster. Another procedure under her belt. She was having a great day!

	‘Bye, Mary, unplug the machine next time,’ Poppy said as she handed Mary her discharge papers.

	‘I will.’ Mary laughed and waved as she headed for the exit.

	 

	Poppy and Will ate lunch in a small garden on the side of the hospital. It was popular, but they found a little area to perch on a low wall. 

	‘So, where are you living since you moved down from Newcastle?’ Will asked before taking the first bite of his sandwich.

	‘Oh, I’m really close, just up in Newtown. How about you?’

	‘Yeah, I’m close too, over in Erskineville. I’ve been there for the last two years.’

	‘So apart from liking rugby and being from Queensland, what else do I need to know about you? Do you know what you want to specialise in?’

	‘Not yet.’

	‘Oh, thank God it’s not just me then,’ Poppy said, exhaling the tight ball of anxiety that always formed when she talked about her future career. Just the thought of choosing one thing for the rest of her life sent a shiver up her spine. She couldn’t even commit to buying a car!

	Will laughed at that. ‘Don’t worry, lots of us aren’t sure yet. My advice is just to soak it all up. These first two years give you a chance to try lots of things. But it’s still OK not to be sure at the end of that. Lots of people do a Senior Resident Medical Officer year then to narrow things down a bit more.’ 

	‘Oh… I didn’t know that.’ Poppy stored that titbit away for later. 

	‘Yeah, it’s pretty popular, especially Critical Care, which includes ED, ICU and Anaesthetics.’

	‘Is that what you’re thinking about?’

	‘Yeah, I’ll probably do that next year, then I can decide which one I really want to do. So how did you like medicine in Newcastle, did you go to the beach much?’

	Poppy laughed lightly. ‘A bit, but, growing up in the country, I’m not a massive beach person. But Newcastle was good, the campus is really friendly and the hospital’s good. You like the beach, I’m gathering?’

	‘Yeah. I’m a bit of a surfer, so Newcastle with like five beaches on its doorstep would have been awesome.’

	‘Do you get much of a chance to surf in Sydney?’

	‘Every chance I get.’

	‘Which beach is your favourite?’

	‘Probably Bronte. It’s got more of a consistent swell than Bondi, and it’s prettier than Coogee.’

	‘I like Bronte too. I’ve been there a few times since we moved. The cafes are nice.’

	‘Have you ever surfed?’

	‘Me? No.’

	‘I’d be happy to take you some time, if you want to learn?’

	Poppy laughed again. ‘I’m not sure I’d be any good at it.’

	‘Being good isn’t really the point.’

	‘What do you mean?’ Poppy asked, intrigued.

	‘Well, it’s more about how it makes you feel.’

	‘That’s pretty deep,’ Poppy said, then immediately regretted it, thinking she might have hurt his feelings. Will had been so open and friendly with her all day, she didn’t want to upset him. ‘I mean, how does it make you feel?’

	‘Free and small, all at the same time. And when you catch a wave and you’re like really at one with the ocean, it just feels… exhilarating.’

	Poppy noticed how Will got a far-away look in his eyes as he said this, clearly picturing himself out in the water. He came back to her as he said, ‘Anyway, it’s a great way to unwind. And pretty good for your fitness as well.’

	‘I’ll keep it in mind.’

	‘Do. And I was serious about the offer of a lesson. Anytime.’ There was something in Will’s expression as he held her gaze that beat longer than usual. She wondered what it meant. He was obviously kind and friendly, but could he be attracted to her? And was she attracted to him?

	They brushed the dead grass off their clothes and tossed their rubbish in the bin as they made their way back inside. The outdoor area was shaded and protected from the worst of the heat, but it was still summer in Sydney, and the humidity was energy-zapping. Sweat had plastered Poppy’s shirt to her chest and she pulled it away as the air conditioning flowed over her, cooling her moist skin. What would the rest of the shift bring? 

	 

	 


Chapter 2

	‘So, what did you think? Did you enjoy your first shift?’ Will asked Poppy as they were grabbing their things from the lockers outside the staff room after evening handover.

	‘Absolutely. You know so much of medical school is passive – reading, watching, learning. Being active is so much more fun.’

	‘Totally. And in ED you get to be more active than on the wards, so it’s a good place to start – really throw yourself in the deep end… Two bits of advice, though. One: take care of yourself. It’s a bit like Vegas in here – no natural light, frenetic pace. So, make sure you keep an eye on the clock and take breaks for the loo and a cup of tea or a meal.’ 

	Aww…he’s worried about me. Or am I reading too much into this? Maybe this is the advice he’d give everyone. Stop being so self-obsessed! 

	‘OK, and two?’ Poppy kept a neutral expression on her face for fear of giving away her internal dialogue.

	‘Yeah, number two: always ask for help and advice. No one expects you to know it all. And “loading the boat”’, said with finger air quotes, ‘shares the responsibility with someone more senior and covers you in case something goes wrong.’

	‘Thanks, Will. And thanks for today, you’ve been awesome. What term do you do next?’

	‘Plastic Surgery. But I’ve got another day shift here tomorrow.’

	Poppy slung her bag over her shoulder, then said, ‘Hey, most of the new interns are meeting for drinks and a bit of a party tonight. Do you want to come? You can bring whoever,’ she added as an afterthought. 

	But did she really want him to bring someone else? They’d had such a good time today, he’d been so nice, and she’d been so relaxed in his company, but maybe that was all it was, maybe he was just a friendly guy. And wasn’t it OK to just be friends with a guy for once, and not rush to something more?

	‘OK, sure, what time?’

	‘It starts from about 7:30. Here’s the address,’ Poppy said, quickly writing it on a slip of paper she found in her bag. ‘And my number’s on the bottom, in case you get lost.’ Heat rising rapidly as the blush commenced up her neck and into her cheeks. She looked down, embarrassed, but when she looked up again, Will was staring right at her, taking in all of her. Was he checking her out, she wondered? There was a faint fluttering in her chest before she smiled and broke eye contact. 

	 

	They walked together up to King Street. There was a lot of traffic noise which prevented real conversation. It was still muggy, and Poppy felt her hair sticking at the side of her face. When it was this humid, her naturally wavy honey-blonde hair would frizz unattractively. It was up in a bun, but still, the tendrils that escaped would be forming a coiled circlet. She wondered when they would need to part, and hoped it would be soon so Will wouldn’t see her all red and blotchy from the heat.

	‘I’m down this way,’ Will said as they came to Erskineville Road.

	‘OK, well, see you later,’ Poppy said and waved as she continued on, not wanting to linger. God you’re shallow, she chastised herself. She turned back a few steps later and caught Will staring at her. He gave a sheepish grin and a wave before taking the side street. Poppy smiled to herself. Regardless of whether he found her attractive, and she wasn’t yet sure that she found him attractive, she’d had a great day. Her first day as a doctor. She couldn’t wait to talk to Gemma and Lucas and tell them all about it. Hopefully they’d also had a good start. Her pace quickened, despite the heat, as she was suddenly excited to get home.

	They’d only moved into their new place from Newcastle about four weeks ago and already Poppy was loving it, despite the shock jump in rent. Living in Newtown was like living on the edge of a carnival. King Street was so vibrant. Even late at night there were places open to eat, drink, or browse. Plenty of noise and colour. She’d spent the last few weeks wandering the streets and getting to know the area, including all the tight back lanes and the amazing park and cemetery.

	Poppy took a Coke No Sugar from the fridge and sat with one leg tucked under her on one of the couches in the lounge. Gemma and Lucas were on the other one, each with a beer, and soft music was playing in the background. Gemma was lying back with her feet in Lucas’s lap whilst he gave her a foot massage. A wave of longing washed over Poppy as she watched their intimacy. I want that, she thought. She couldn’t imagine being that comfortable with someone else. All her relationships to date had been short and pretty superficial. She wanted the intimacy, that real connection, but she wasn’t sure how to get there.

	‘Party in the USA’ started playing and Poppy exclaimed, ‘Oh this is the perfect song for my day!’

	‘How so?’ Lucas asked, one eyebrow raised as he kneaded Gemma’s left foot.

	‘I started off really anxious, worried I’d make a mistake or sound like an idiot or something, but as the day went on, I just started enjoying myself.’ She couldn’t take the smile off her face. ‘What about you two?’

	‘It was all such a rush!’ Gemma proclaimed, suddenly leaning forward and folding her long legs underneath her. ‘I got two large IV cannulas in labouring women, only missing once, and delivered a baby. Ooh, and I also assisted with a Caesarean.’ 

	Poppy loved to see her normally studious friend so animated. She was often reserved and sometimes aloof. This innate shyness could be mistaken for arrogance, but Poppy knew better. Gemma had always wanted to do Obstetrics and that was a large part of the decision-making for them ending up at The Bennelong Hospital.

	‘That’s great, Gem. What about you, Luc?’ Poppy asked, noticing the flat line to Lucas’ mouth and the muscle spasm of his jaw.

	‘About as shit as I expected.’

	His large, puppy dog eyes were narrowed, converting his blonde boy-man look into one of barely contained anger.

	‘Why, what happened?’ Poppy asked.

	‘The intern was a total prick. He just kept ordering me around, but not actually showing me how to do anything. And the Registrars were in theatre all day, so it was just me and him. Honestly, if it hadn’t been for a couple of the nurses taking pity on me, I think I might have taken a swing at him.’

	‘Really?’ Poppy asked, surprised. Lucas had never been violent or seriously angry before. It must have been really awful for him to even suggest it.

	‘Yeah,’ was his one-word response. 

	Poppy looked over at Gemma whilst Lucas’ head was down and raised her eyebrows. Gemma gave a slight shoulder shrug back and a brief shake of her head. 

	‘I’m really sorry, Luc, that totally sucks,’ offered Poppy.

	‘I suspect this entire term is going to suck,’ Lucas replied.

	‘Well, don’t jinx it. You never know, Cardiothoracic Surgery might be better than you expect,’ said Poppy.

	‘I’m not sure I have your optimism, Pop.’

	 

	It was still hot outside, so Poppy opted for a loose, flowing wrap skirt and a bandana top when she dressed for the party. She wore her hair out, and it fell below her shoulders in gentle beachy waves. She was careful with her make-up and wore some sparkly drop earrings. There were flecks of pale blue in the earrings which matched her eyes nicely. When she admired herself in the mirror, she decided she looked pretty hot. She was lucky to have a relatively flat stomach and OK breasts (not too small or too big), so the outfit flattered her well. 

	‘Ooh, I like that green on you, Gem,’ she said as they were heading out, ‘it really brings out your eyes.’

	‘Thanks, Pop.’

	‘Come on, you two, stop gas-bagging,’ Lucas added ushering them out the door. He was clearly not over his day yet. She loved Lucas like a brother, but he could be moody. Once they were at the party she’d be able to mingle and avoid letting his bad mood ruin her night. 

	The party was being hosted by an intern who, like Will, had also gone to Sydney Uni and had The Bennelong as his clinical school. He had lived in the area for several years with a couple of others in a small workers’ cottage on one of the tiny Newtown streets. The trio walked to the party, stopping on the way to grab some chips and booze. The entire three-bed house and yard was probably no bigger than their apartment, but that was Newtown for you. 

	They plonked their grog in the kitchen, poured themselves a drink, and set about mingling with the others. Music was playing unobtrusively, and a waft of fragrant gardenias permeated from the tiny, paved back courtyard. 

	Kevita was doing Psychiatry first term, and she was describing a group therapy session she’d been to in the afternoon.

	‘There were probably five patients, sitting in a circle, with me, the intern I was shadowing, and the Psychiatrist. One of the patients was new to the group and the psychiatrist asked her to tell the rest of the group what had been happening to her. Before she started speaking, I thought maybe she’s in with depression? But then she told us how after her baby was born she’d started hearing voices and how initially she’d been able to block them out but they’d become more persistent. They’d been hyper-critical of her parenting and she’d been feeling useless to the point where she didn’t feel that she was a good mother and she was having trouble connecting with her baby.’

	Poppy found herself leaning in towards Kevita and the story. She wondered what had happened to this young woman and why she was an in-patient in the mental health unit.

	‘Things got so bad,’ Kevita continued, ‘that the voices had convinced her that not only was she a terrible mother, but her six-month-old baby was diseased, and she needed to cleanse her to save her. Terrifyingly, the cleansing involved a hot bath with bleach. The baby sustained such extensive burns that she didn’t survive,’ Kevita finished, her voice dropping to almost a whisper at the end. 

	‘I had to keep swallowing and blinking to stop myself from losing it,’ Kevita said.

	‘Oh my gosh, that’s so horrific, the poor woman. Poor family,’ Poppy responded.

	‘I don’t know how you could sit through that, Kevita,’ Gemma added.

	‘It wasn’t easy. As soon as the patients left the therapy room I started to cry,’ Kevita admitted. ‘If all of Psychiatry is going to be like that, I’m not sure how I’ll get through the term.’

	Poppy couldn’t fully comprehend the horror of killing your own baby, but she did know loss. It had haunted her for the last five years.

	Over Kevita’s shoulder she spotted Will arriving with a girl. He looked cute; relaxed in corduroy shorts, a Hawaiian shirt, and Birkenstocks. He smiled when he caught Poppy’s eye, and she felt a flutter of excitement. She hadn’t realised she’d been waiting for him to arrive. The girl walking over with Will was attractive; taller than Poppy, almost as tall as Will, with a lithe, muscular frame. She had dark straight hair and a relaxed smile, one that suggested she knew just how attractive she was as Poppy clocked heads turning toward her in her peripheral vision. Poppy wondered whether they were dating and a knot of jealousy at the thought surprised her. Just how did she feel about Will? 

	Poppy turned from the group and made her way over to meet Will, actively letting the distressing story slip from her consciousness like a cloak slipping off her shoulders, down to trail on the floor behind her. She leaned in to kiss him on the cheek. He smelled good. His aftershave had a fresh scent with a hint of citrus but oddly, she could also taste saltiness on his skin. Excitement erupted again in her chest, and heat shot into her nether regions. 

	‘This is Penny…my flatmate,’ Will said after they’d kissed hello.

	‘Hi, Penny, I’m Poppy.’

	‘Hi,’ Penny responded without much interest, scanning over Poppy’s head to take in the rest of the group. Rude.

	‘We went to uni together, but Penny’s at Prince of Wales.’

	This could have been an opportunity for Penny to join the conversation, and Will looked toward her expectantly, but it was clear Penny wasn’t even listening and an awkward silence ensued until she stalked off, obviously spotting someone infinitely more interesting in the group outside.

	Poppy was relieved to hear that Penny wasn’t Will’s girlfriend, and she admitted to herself that she was attracted to him after all. 

	‘Will, this is Gemma and Lucas,’ Poppy said as they came to join them.

	‘Are you all friends from uni?’ Will asked.

	‘Yep,’ Lucas responded as Gemma surreptitiously checked Will out and Poppy tried to give her the eyebrow tilt as if to say, cut it out. ‘Poppy said you’re from Brisbane?’ Luc asked.

	‘Good old BrisVegas. How about you?’

	‘Oh, Gem and I are both from Sydney. She’s Shire and I’m East.’

	‘So, is it good to be home then, after Newcastle?’

	‘Yes, and no. Have to deal with our families more back home.’

	Will laughed. ‘Can’t be that bad, surely?’

	‘You haven’t met Gemma’s family,’ Lucas said under his breath, bringing his beer bottle to his lips and swallowing before Gemma jabbed him in the ribs with her elbow.

	‘Hey, you, no casting aspersions,’ Gemma said.

	‘How about you, do you like being in Sydney? You weren’t tempted to move home for internship?’ Lucas asked Will.

	‘Actually, I really like Sydney. I miss my family, but I love surfing, so much better access to the beach in Sydney.’

	Poppy was happy letting Lucas quiz Will. It enabled her to sneak glances at him. When their eyes connected, Will would smile at her, and Poppy liked the way his eyes softened with little crinkles at the edges. She also liked the way he spoke with Lucas. It was that same relaxed, open, and friendly manner he’d had with her all day. He was clearly a nice guy, and after all the mean guys she’d dated, maybe a nice guy would get her closer to that intimacy she craved.

	 

	The music was getting louder, and Poppy’s drink kept being refilled. She ate the occasional chips that made their way around, but nothing substantial. An overwhelming sense of love and connection to those around her infused Poppy. These were all her people. They were all on this journey together. How amazing was that? Around ten o’clock, when Gemma and Lucas were leaving, she was sitting on the couch with Will, her hand resting on his thigh, his arm loosely around her shoulders. They’d been talking for some time and Poppy felt the anticipation of a new hook-up prickling just beneath the surface. Gemma leaned in to kiss her goodbye and whispered in her ear, ‘Take it slow, Pop, OK?’

	‘I love you, Gem,’ Poppy whispered loudly back. Gemma raised an eyebrow as she looked Poppy in the eye before standing back up and turning to leave as Lucas was pulling her away.

	As soon as Gemma had left, Poppy had already forgotten her friend’s suggestion to slow down. All she could think about was kissing Will and what it might feel like. He kept staring into her eyes, whenever they weren’t talking. He must be feeling this too. 

	‘Do you wanna take a shel-fie?’ she asked.

	‘Sure,’ he said, leaning further into Poppy’s body as she clumsily manoeuvred her phone into a suitable position.

	‘Yuck, that one’s blurry,’ she said. ‘Let’s do another.’

	Will’s face was touching Poppy’s, and his scent was tingling her nose. As soon as she hit the red button to take the photo, he turned his face toward her and gently brushed his lips against hers. They were softer than she expected, like little marshmallows. Poppy’s desire rose as their kissing intensified. She pulled Will in closer, lips hungry for more as their tongues began to add to the exploration that is the first kiss. Lost in the moment, their bodies beginning to entangle, it was only the loud, ‘get a room’ comment that broke the reverie. Poppy giggled, wiping her mouth as she and Will separated, Poppy’s leg untangling from his.

	‘Well, that’s embarrassing,’ Poppy whispered to Will as people’s gazes finally shifted away from them.

	‘Yeah, a bit like being sprung by the parentals,’ Will laughed.

	Poppy laughed and lightly slapped his arm.

	‘Do you want to get out of here?’ Will asked, with a hint of uncertainty. 

	‘Absolutely,’ Poppy said, rising quickly with a slight swaying, her hand reaching down to his.

	They stumbled through Newtown’s back streets holding hands. The warmth of Will’s hand and the anticipation of what was to come set that flutter off again in Poppy’s chest. There was a vague background sensation of nausea, but Poppy ignored it. 

	Once Will’s front door was closed behind them, they were leaning up against it, kissing. Poppy ran her hand down Will’s chest and started to unbutton his shirt. His chest was smooth and firm and Poppy enjoyed the sensation of her fingers sliding over his skin. It’s silkiness and his surprisingly defined abs were increasing her desire. 

	Will held her hands and pulled away from her lips.

	‘Wait, are you shure you want to do this?’ Will slurred.

	‘Absho-lutely,’ Poppy slurred back, moving her hands back to fumbling with Will’s shirt buttons.

	Will stopped her again and said, ‘I jusht…don’t want to take advantage—’

	‘You’re not!’ Poppy exclaimed, leaning forward to kiss Will’s neck. Biting his skin in her overexuberance, getting an ‘oww’ from Will as she did.

	Will undid the bottom ties of her bandanna top and lifted it over her head. 

	‘God, you’re so beautiful, Poppy,’ Will said as he bent his head to kiss her breasts, a small groan of pleasure escaping her mouth. She could feel his cock hardening under his jeans as it brushed against her when he stood back up, and this excited her further. It always turned her on, to know a guy was getting hard because of her. She licked his neck and breathed in his fresh, citrusy scent. 

	Will stopped for a breath and locked eyes with Poppy. ‘When I first saw you today, I couldn’t get over how beautiful you were.’ Poppy smothered him in kisses in response, desperate to keep going. She appreciated he was saying nice things, but in this moment she wanted to charge ahead and feel him inside her, not talk about her feelings. She still didn’t really know what those were. But she did know she wanted him in this moment.

	They proceeded to Will’s bedroom, Poppy stumbling a little. Soon they were completely naked, and Will had a finger inside her. Poppy was caressing his cock and completely lost in the moment, feeling the sensations as she rocked her hips in time to Will’s thrusting. She moaned with enjoyment, and it wasn’t long before she came, her body convulsing in a wave of ecstasy. When she finished coming, she bent over his cock and licked up the shaft before placing the tip in her mouth. She enjoyed the slightly salty taste of his skin and the slight shudder from Will at the touch of her tongue. 

	‘Wait,’ Will soon stopped her to get on a condom, and Poppy lay back on the bed. She opened her legs to let him enter her, completely unashamed. 

	They continued in missionary for a while before Poppy felt some friction, her mind losing connection with the experience. 

	‘Let’s shift,’ she said, rolling Will over and straddling him. His hands went to her breasts and Poppy slowly moved her hips up and down, grinding her pelvis into his, getting her mojo back. Oh that’s nice… Her excitement rose again and before it could wane, she popped off him and turned around so Will could enter her from behind. He leaned forward licking her neck and had a finger on her clitoris making tiny circles, Poppy moaning in pleasure, ‘yes…ooh…yes.’ Poppy rapidly came again, and Will followed soon afterwards. They fell off each other into a sweaty mess on the sheets, panting, and catching their breath, Poppy completely satisfied.

	 

	Then came the awkwardness of what to say to someone you barely know whom you’ve just had great sex with…

	‘Wow,’ Will said between puffs as he tried to put his arm around her to cuddle her. Poppy suddenly felt a wave of nausea rising up her chest.

	‘I’m sorr-ry,’ she mumbled, her hand clutching her mouth as she rushed and stumbled to the bathroom. She made it to the loo just in time, vomiting up all the alcohol from earlier. 

	Will knocked gently on the door, ‘are you OK?’ he asked.

	She couldn’t answer, as she needed to vomit again. Luckily, she’d locked the door on her way in so he couldn’t enter. Seeing her naked, vomiting, and hugging the toilet bowl was not an image she wanted to give him. She vomited until there was nothing left, then sat against the tiles feeling like a loser – what a spectacular first impression!

	Eventually, she got up and found some Listerine to gargle. She wrapped a towel around her and braced herself to leave the safety of the bathroom. She opened the door and Will was sitting in the corridor in a pair of trackies, waiting for her. He got up when the door opened. 

	‘Are you OK, Poppy?’ he asked kindly as he handed her a glass of water. 

	She took a tentative sip and said, with her eyes cast down, ‘I’m so sorry.’

	‘Hey, don’t worry about it. I’m sorry,’ Will said sheepishly.

	There was an uncomfortable moment of silence where they were both looking at their feet. God, he must think I’m a loser. I need to get out of here.

	‘Look, I still feel pretty wretched, so I think I’m just going to get an Uber home.’

	‘Oh, OK,’ said Will, and Poppy could hear disappointment in his tone.

	He helped her gather her clothes, and she went back into the bathroom to get dressed. As she looked at herself in the mirror, she mouthed silently: idiot. She ordered an Uber as she dressed and luckily it was arriving as she emerged from the bathroom, so she didn’t need to fill any more awkward silences.

	‘I’ll walk you downstairs,’ Will offered.

	‘No, no, I’m OK, thanks,’ said Poppy, and she gave his upper arm a squeeze and bolted out the door. 

	 

	In the Uber on the way home, Poppy chastised herself. Stupid, stupid, stupid. She enjoyed sex, but had a habit of being too open to it when drunk. She liked Will, and she regretted moving too quickly and then embarrassing herself with the vomiting. Why couldn’t she have just kissed him and left it at that? Maybe then there could have been a future relationship. Now though, she’d rushed into sex, and her experience told her that a real relationship afterwards was unlikely. In the safety of her own bed, she cried herself to sleep.

	 


Chapter 3

	Poppy woke to a pounding headache and her dry, furry tongue sandblasted to the roof of her mouth. She swallowed the acrid taste of last night’s vomit and tried to escape the makeshift straitjacket the sheets had become in her restless sleep. When she was finally on her back, she peeled open her eyelids and stared at the ceiling. Heat slipped in under the heavy curtains but at least the room wasn’t spinning anymore. Flashes of last night resurfaced and Poppy cringed.

	Did she really have sex with Will last night? Lovely, friendly Will? And then vomit in his toilet and run away? Would she never learn? Why did she always rush into drunken sex when what she craved was the connection Gemma and Lucas had? You know why…

	She shut her eyes again. Shut up, brain… Maybe I imagined it all, she thought hopefully for a brief moment. But there was no escaping reality. She’d be known as the Intern who hooked up with a Resident at the first party of the year. A truly fantastic impression to make! Eventually, she had to pull herself from the self-loathing spiral she was on and drag her bones from the bed, her full bladder demanding attention as she wandered, zombie-like, to the bathroom.

	‘I’ve made a complete arse of myself,’ she said miserably to Gemma after she’d filled her in on the events of last night in between mouthfuls of Vegemite toast.

	‘I’ll grant you, less than ideal way to finish sex. But the sex was good, wasn’t it?’

	‘It was better than good. It was pretty great, actually. At least, that was my impression. But I was pretty drunk, so who knows, right?’

	‘Hmm.’

	Poppy’s phone bleeped its text alert, and she looked at it.

	‘It’s from him,’ Poppy said as Gemma leant in to read over her shoulder.

	Hi Poppy, just checking in to make sure you’re OK. I’m really sorry things ended the way they did, and I hope we can start over. Hope to hear from you, Will.

	‘What are you going to write?’ asked Gemma.

	‘I don’t know. Nothing, maybe?’

	Gemma gave her a quizzical look, like Poppy was an animal in an exhibit at the zoo.

	‘But you liked him, and the sex was sort of great. So, you fucked up at the end, but he’s letting it slide. What’s the problem?’

	‘I just didn’t want to start like this. First day and I sleep with the first guy who shows me some attention. Then I completely embarrass myself… I’m just too ashamed,’ Poppy said miserably.

	‘Look, I think you’re blowing it all out of proportion. I don’t think it’s as bad as you think. And regardless, Will seems like a nice person. He deserves some response.’

	‘Argh…’ Poppy said and flopped down on the couch, putting the cushion over her face. ‘Why is my love life always such a disaster?’ she said from under the cushion.

	Gemma gently pulled the cushion off Poppy’s head so she could look at her and said with a gentle tone, ‘Your love life is a disaster because you never really let anyone in. You sleep with the bad boys and the arseholes so that you’ve got an excuse to keep all those walls up.’

	Poppy was stunned by Gemma’s brutal honesty and just blinked in response. She was right, but Poppy wasn’t about to admit that out loud.

	‘At some point, Pop, you’re going to have to forgive yourself and let yourself love someone.’

	Poppy pulled the cushion back over her head. This conversation was way too honest and poked at nerves that were still raw. Now was not the time to open that box that she spent so much time and energy keeping firmly shut.

	 

	She agonised over her reply for most of the day, but finally settled on: 

	Hi Will. I’m so sorry about last night. Just feel really ashamed. Poppy

	His reply was swift: 

	Don’t be. Can happen to anyone. I’d love to catch up later in the week and start afresh?

	She didn’t want to repeat old mistakes of jumping into bed and relationships too quickly. But Gemma was right; Will was a nice guy, he deserved better than what she could give him right now. 

	Finally, she texted: 

	I think I just need some time to settle in here and don’t want to complicate things just now.

	This time there was a pause before: 

	OK. Well, I hope to see you around, Will.

	Poppy felt a lurch in her stomach. He seemed pissed off in that last text. Could she have just made an even bigger mistake?

	 

	Poppy was starting with four evening shifts, 3–11p.m., from Monday. The first two were in subacute, or ‘subbies’ as she’d learnt from Will, and the next two were in acute. As Monday three o’clock approached, Poppy’s stomach flip-flopped as she wondered what the first shift would be like and whether she would know what to do? 

	At the flight deck she said hello to Seb who was the Registrar on in subbies for the evening.

	‘Hey, how’re you doing?’ Seb asked.

	‘OK, a bit nervous,’ Poppy admitted.

	‘Not to worry, it’ll be fine. Just run each case by me or the boss.’

	‘OK. Who’s the boss on?’

	‘It’s Harriet. She’s over there. Come on, I’ll introduce you.’

	 

	Seb walked them over to where Harriet was chatting with a couple of others. She was in bottle-green scrubs and was short and slightly stocky in build. Her hair was dark and frizzy and loose to her shoulders. She looked like she worked out at the gym with obvious upper body tone visible through her scrubs, and defined biceps.

	‘Excuse me, Harriet. This is one of our new interns, Poppy. She’s starting her first shift with us this evening.’

	‘Hi, welcome,’ said Harriet.

	‘Hi,’ replied Poppy, giving a brief wave. Why did you do that?

	‘Well, handover’s not for a while, so why don’t you start with a patient,’ Harriet added.

	‘OK, thanks, I will.’

	And Harriet turned back to her conversation, turning her back on Poppy and her red face.

	Poppy felt deflated and dismissed by Harriet’s abrupt manner. Some of her confidence ebbed away as she logged in to the computer and clicked on the next waiting patient for subbies. The presenting complaint was ‘abdominal pain’. Poppy brought Cassandra, the patient, in from the waiting room and noticed that she walked very slowly, clutching her right lower abdomen. It was obvious she was in a lot of pain. 

	‘You look like you’re in a lot of pain, Cassandra, can you tell me what’s been happening?’ Poppy asked as Cassandra made her way very gingerly up onto the bed and tried to find a somewhat comfortable position. 

	‘I woke up and my tummy was really sore all over, and I thought I might have gastro or something, so I stayed home from work. But the pain just kept getting worse and I didn’t have any diarrhoea or anything.’

	‘Did it stay all over the place or did it move to one place in particular?’ Poppy asked, immediately thinking this might be a case of appendicitis, but not wanting to jump to conclusions without the full picture.

	‘Well, yeah, initially it was all over, then in the last few hours it’s been mainly down here,’ Cassandra said, pointing to her lower abdomen on the right side.

	Yep, still fits with appendicitis.

	‘Have you noticed a temperature or vomited at all?’

	‘I’ve felt a bit warm, but haven’t taken my temperature.’ 

	Poppy looked at the observation chart the triage nurse had started and noticed the mild temperature of 37.9oC. When she looked back up at Cassandra, she saw how grey she looked, like a worn-out dishrag.

	‘And while I was in the waiting room, the pain was so bad that I vomited,’ Cassandra added.

	‘Do you still feel nauseous now?’

	‘Only mildly. I just feel shaky and just… so much pain. Can you give me something for the pain?’

	‘Absolutely, as soon as I finish your history and examination, I’ll take some bloods and give you some pain relief and anti-nausea medication.’

	‘OK,’ Cassandra said, resignedly.

	‘What about your bowels – when did you last open them?’

	‘Yesterday,’ she answered flatly.

	When Poppy examined Cassandra, there was abdominal guarding, where she tensed every time Poppy tried to palpate her abdomen, and there was intense tenderness in the right iliac fossa. In this spot, there was also rebound tenderness, a classic sign of appendicitis. Poppy put in an IV cannula and took some bloods, then went to find Seb to run it by him so she could give Cassandra some morphine and something for nausea. 

	Whilst handover started at the acute board, Poppy quickly finished her notes and submitted the blood test requests. When they got to the subbies board, Poppy listened carefully and took notes on the patients she was to take over care of. When they got to Cassandra, Poppy presented:

	‘Thirty-two-year-old female acute abdominal pain initially diffuse but progressive and subsequent localisation to right iliac fossa with one times vomit and low-grade temp. Have given IV morphine and antiemetic, taken bloods, and would like to order a CT abdo to rule out appendicitis.’

	‘OK, has Sebastian reviewed the patient?’ Harriet questioned.

	‘Not yet.’

	‘OK, Seb, could you please review? Poppy, make sure you discuss the bloods and review the CT with Sebastian when they’re back.’

	‘Will do.’

	Poppy found Harriet intimidating but felt she’d presented confidently, and not embarrassed herself (yet).

	When handover ended, Poppy submitted the CT order.

	‘Hey, Seb.’

	‘Yes?’

	‘Should I call Radiology about the CT to expedite it?’

	‘No, they’ll prioritise it. All ED scans are prioritised.’

	‘OK.’ 

	She went back to check on Cassandra and found that she was more comfortable after the morphine, but still in pain and curled up on her side. Well, I guess I just take the next case while I wait for Cassandra’s results.

	‘Johnny?’ Poppy called out in the waiting room.

	‘Yep,’ a young guy replied putting up his hand and using the side of the plastic chair to push himself up to standing. An older guy with slightly greying hair, dressed similarly in work shorts and polo neck T-shirt stood too and put a supportive hand around him to help him hop over to Poppy who could already see his very bruised and swollen foot which he wasn’t putting weight onto.

	‘Would you like me to get a wheelchair?’ Poppy asked seeing the creases of pain altering his face with every hop.

	‘Nah, I’m good.’

	‘OK, well let’s get you to a bed,’ Poppy said, opening the sliding doors into the department with her ID badge and leading them to a cubicle.

	Once Johnny had climbed onto the bed and sighed loudly, Poppy asked, ‘so what have you done to your foot?’

	‘Dropped a block of cement on it at the building site where I work.’

	‘That must have hurt.’

	‘No kidding.’

	‘And is this your dad?’ Poppy asked, gesturing to the older guy who’d accompanied him.

	‘Nah…my boss.’

	‘Oh, OK.’

	Poppy had already checked the triage note and seen the nurse practitioner had already given him some pain relief and ordered an X-ray, which was still pending. 

	‘How’s your pain level since the nurse gave you the Endone?’

	‘Still pretty bad.’

	‘If you had to rate it out of ten, with ten being the worst pain you could imagine, and zero being no pain, how would you rate it?’

	‘Like, an eight?’

	‘OK, let’s take a look,’ Poppy said, bending forward to examine Johnny’s foot.

	It was bad. There was a lot of bruising and swelling over the central part of the foot, and it looked crushed in the middle, exactly like a heavy object had landed on it. 

	‘Can you wiggle your toes for me?’

	‘Argh…’ Johnny cried out as he slightly moved the toes.

	‘I’m sorry, I know that hurts…what about the big toe, can you move that?’

	Johnny grimaced and grabbed the side of the bed as he tried to move the big toe, and groaned as it moved backwards and forwards. He panted loudly at the end, like he’d run two hundred metres, rather than just moved one toe, and Poppy noticed the beads of sweat on his forehead.

	‘OK, I suspect you’ve got multiple fractures, but the blood flow doesn’t look compromised and you can move the toes, so that’s reassuring. Once the X-ray is back, I’ll come back. But I’ll keep you nil by mouth for now, until we know what the plan is, OK?’

	‘OK.’

	‘When was the last time you ate or drank apart from taking the pain relief?’

	‘About one o’clock.’

	‘OK, great. I’ll be back soon.’

	She sat at the computer next to Seb to type up her notes.

	‘How’re you doing?’ Seb asked.

	Poppy looked up to see Seb typing away, not directly looking at her.

	‘I’ve just seen a tradie who dropped a block of cement on his foot.’

	Seb stopped typing and focused his attention on her.

	‘It looks terrible. Crushed centrally. I suspect he has multiple fractures.’

	‘How’s the blood supply to the toes?’

	‘Capillary refill is ok for now. I was just going to type him up and await the X-ray. He’s already had pain relief.’

	‘OK, sounds like that’s all you can do for now. Keep me posted and re-check the toes if the X-ray takes too long.’

	‘OK, thanks, I will.’

	‘I reviewed Cassandra as well and agree with you, it’s most likely acute appendicitis, but we’ll wait for the bloods and CT.’

	‘Thanks, Seb.’

	‘Anytime.’

	 

	Poppy already liked Seb. He was calm and easy-going, but economical with words. It gave him an air of effortlessness. It didn’t hurt that he was so good-looking.

	‘So, Seb, Will mentioned you like rugby. Do you play?’ Poppy asked, hoping to draw him out and learn a bit more about him.

	‘Oh no, not since school.’

	‘You look like you spend a bit of time outdoors, though.’

	‘I surf when I can.’

	‘Really? I’ve never tried. Does it take long to learn?’

	‘Depends on your balance.’

	Poppy found his answer mildly cryptic. But she didn’t have time to question him further as Cassandra was wheeled past the flight deck on her way back from CT. Her bloods showed normal liver function and electrolytes, but a raised white cell count and neutrophil count consistent with infection. Her inflammatory markers were also elevated. Poppy wasn’t particularly confident in evaluating the CT, so she went around to the CT reporting room to look at it with the Radiology Registrar. Her name was Natalie, and she kindly pointed out where the fat stranding around the appendix was suggestive of appendicitis. She also showed Poppy the free fluid in the peritoneum suggestive of a small, localised perforation. Poppy then relayed all this to Seb, who agreed it was time to get a surgical consult. 

	Poppy dialled the number listed on the phone chart for the on-call Surgical Registrar.

	‘Yes?’ the Registrar answered the phone.

	‘Hi, my name’s Poppy, and I’m one of the ED interns. I was hoping to run a patient by you?’ Poppy said, her pulse beginning to race, and her foot jiggling under the desk.

	‘And?’ 

	The negativity of the Registrar’s tone was making her more anxious. She stumbled on her presentation and when she finished and the Registrar hung up, she wasn’t sure he was going to come and see Cassandra, he was so abrupt. Poppy stared at the phone in the cradle while the blood pounded in her ears, wondering whether she should ring him back. She internally debated this for a minute, then decided to give it half an hour, and if he hadn’t seen her by then, she’d ask Seb what to do.

	‘Knock knock,’ Poppy said before pulling back the curtain for Cassandra’s cubicle. Cassandra was curled on her
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