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Chapter 1

	Sunday, 19th January, 2020

	A trail of water snaked down Poppy’s back as a warm breeze lifted her damp honey-blonde hair off her forehead. She and Will were sitting on their towels watching the ocean. They had wanted to get a surf in early before the heat and humidity became oppressive. There had been just enough chill in the water for it to be refreshing, but despite the perfect conditions, Poppy’s mood was low. She stared dully out to sea.

	‘Do you want some?’ Will nudged her shoulder. Poppy shielded her eyes from the glare to look into his. Water was dripping off his wet blonde curls and creating rivulets over the contours of his cheeks. He didn’t seem bothered by it and let the drips fall rather than wiping them away. 

	God, I love his face… those freckles across his nose and cheeks, even when it’s a bit pink and peeling from sunburn. And those pillowy lips that kiss so well. He’s my home.

	These thoughts didn’t lift her spirits. ‘Thanks,’ she said, taking the proffered bottle of water.

	Will searched Poppy’s eyes. ‘What are you thinking?’

	‘How much I love it here. You know, us here, surfing together,’ Poppy said. The water was so blue and bright, it almost hurt to look at. She swallowed a mouthful of water, spilling some down her chin which she wiped with the back of her hand. A waft of bacon smell from the barbeque outside the Bronte Surf Lifesaving Club came past on the wind and her stomach grumbled.

	‘Me too. But what else?’ He nudged her again. ‘I know you.’

	A smile lifted her lips briefly. He did. ‘I’m just going to miss you,’ Poppy replied softly, looking out at the ocean rather than at Will. She recapped the bottle and passed it back as he wrapped an arm around her shoulders. Leaning into his embrace, she relished his touch.

	Will was heading to Dubbo in the afternoon to do a country Anaesthetics rotation as part of his Senior Resident Medical Officer (SRMO) critical care year.

	‘Babe, it’ll only be a couple of weeks at a time. We’ll be fine.’ He squeezed her arm, crushing her to his chest, enveloping her in the comfort of his citrusy aftershave. With the salt from the ocean, it reminded her of a margarita. 

	Poppy mumbled an affirmation but couldn’t quite shift the anxiety. She was about to start her Resident Medical Officer (RMO) year tomorrow, still at The Bennelong Hospital, and whilst she was excited to no longer be an intern, she knew that being separated from Will would make life harder than he was making it out to be. He’d been such an important support for her this past year.

	Sensing her uncertainty, he added, ‘And you’ll still have Gemma and Lucas.’

	‘I know. I’m good.’ She patted the hand draped around her shoulders.

	‘And it’s only two weeks until I come for the first visit and you’ll be busy starting Respiratory. It’ll fly by.’ His voice was upbeat; he was probably looking forward to his new challenge and stepping up in Anaesthetics. 

	She resolved to be more positive. ‘I’m sure you’re right.’

	‘Come on,’ he said, standing up and shaking his towel free of sand. ‘Let’s get some food and then I’ll go home and pack.’ 

	He offered a hand to pull her up and a sudden hot breeze barrelled through, particles of sand scraping her ankles and calves like sharp needles. Will had already grabbed both surfboards and was loping quickly up the hot sand toward the car. 

	Poppy turned back to the ocean and took one last look at the surf. She hoped this year would bring her closer to deciding on a specialty path. Maybe the term will be good, and the people nice… 

	Two seagulls squawked loudly nearby, drawing her attention with their fight over a discarded piece of sausage. Will was already placing the boards on the roof of the car, so Poppy wrapped the towel around her waist and hurried to meet him.

	 

	The sandstone façade of the hospital entrance loomed ahead. Poppy could feel the sweat building all over her body, even on the tip of her nose, and found herself routinely wiping the clear, pinecone-like beads away. The last thing she needed for her first day as a Resident was to turn up looking like she’d just come out of a sauna, hair frizzled and stuck to her temples. 

	Gemma slipped an arm around Poppy’s waist. ‘God, we were green last year, weren’t we?’

	‘I know, right?’ Poppy murmured, leaning into her friend. 

	It had been a full year since they had started work as interns and so much had happened. Gemma and Lucas were still strong but no closer to getting engaged, much to Gemma’s disappointment. Poppy met Will on her first day, but stuffed things up early on. Whilst they were stuck in the friendzone, she had an unfulfilling fling with Joshua Hunter, a Medical Registrar who proceeded to make her life miserable after she and Will finally got together. Josh’s face floated into Poppy’s mind and she stepped out of Gemma’s embrace.

	‘What’s up?’ Gemma asked.

	Poppy looked up to the stained glass windows and then down to her feet. ‘I just hope I don’t run into Josh too much.’

	Gemma crossed her arms over her chest. ‘You remember how I said to deal with him?’ She didn’t wait for an answer. ‘You push back. Call him out when he puts you down. That’s the only way to deal with a bully.’

	Poppy wasn’t sure she could do that.

	‘Hey, wait up,’ Lucas called out. ‘Here you go.’ He handed them each a coffee from Campos then disposed of the cup carrier into the nearby bin.

	‘Thanks, Luc.’ Poppy was grateful for the distraction. Thoughts of Josh banished when she took that first delicious sip of her latte, savouring the velvety warmth despite the heat. 

	Gemma kissed Lucas unashamedly on the lips, then took a sip and groaned. ‘Just what I needed.’

	‘Alright, peeps,’ Poppy said, as they arrived at the lifts at the end of the entrance hall, ‘We’re going to have a good day and meet at the entrance. Family dinner tonight?’

	‘Definitely,’ agreed Gemma. 

	Lucas nodded and gave Gemma a quick kiss on the cheek. ‘Have a good one, ladies.’ 

	He turned down the corridor toward the Cardiology wing and Gemma and Poppy headed up in the lifts. Gemma got off on the seventh floor for Surgical Oncology, while Poppy took the lift all the way to the eleventh floor. As she ascended the last few floors on her own, a flutter of anxiety began to rise in her chest. Who would her Registrar be? She really hoped she didn’t have to work with Dr Anderson…

	Dr Anderson was a Respiratory Physician and the head of junior doctor training. Poppy had inadvertently made her an enemy last year when she’d petitioned the hospital to provide more support and safer work hours for the junior staff, after a colleague had committed suicide. At the time, she thought Dr Anderson would be on her side, but instead she actively discouraged change until her hand was forced by media scrutiny. 

	Head up, Poppy. You can do this. No one is going to stop you. Not Josh or Dr Anderson.

	She raised her chin, exited the lift, and walked down to the Respiratory ward.

	 

	Poppy walked confidently to the nurses’ station, about halfway down the ward, and pushed herself forward towards a group of nurses, her voice catching as she introduced herself.

	‘Hi, I’m Poppy. One of the new Residents this term.’ Her heart felt like it had launched itself up into her throat, the pounding was so powerful and loud in her ears. Every new term was like this.

	The oldest of the group, a woman with closely cropped grey-blonde hair, spoke first. ‘I’m Susan, the Nurse Unit Manager. Welcome.’

	Poppy returned her smile, hoping no-one noticed the slight wobble of her chin.

	‘I’ll show you where everyone is meeting.’ Susan smoothed her uniform top over her middle and led Poppy around the corner, pointing out a meeting room where only one person was seated, chewing at his fingernails and jiggling his foot. 

	Poppy entered the room and walked over to the sole occupant. ‘Hi, I’m Poppy.’ 

	‘Alex. One of the new interns.’ He leapt to his feet and Poppy had to step back to look into his face. He stuck out his hand as if to shake, then suddenly changed his mind, pulling it back and tucking it into his armpit. ‘Sorry, I’ve got to stop biting my nails, it’s a filthy habit.’

	Poor guy, she thought, giving him a reassuring smile, it’s hard being an intern. ‘I’m nervous too, and I’ve been here a year.’

	‘Glad it’s not just me. But, seriously, is it an okay place?’ He looked so young and scared, bent at the waist like he was trying to collapse his tall frame into a smaller and more disposable package. Was that how she looked last year?

	‘It’s been good, generally,’ Poppy said. ‘You’ll be fine. Where have you come from?’

	‘I did medicine in Newcastle.’

	‘Me too!’ 

	Alex visibly relaxed, lengthening his frame back to full height. ‘Really? Cool.’ He grinned for the first time.

	Two women filed into the room.

	‘Welcome. I’m Maria,’ the first said. She was average height with mousy- brown hair and a long fringe that brushed up against unfashionable eighties glasses. Her boxy, brown pinstripe suit hung loosely, further disguising her body. Poppy wondered if it was intentional or whether she just had no fashion sense. ‘And this is Olivia.’ She pointed to the more fashionable woman behind her.  She was not unattractive, maybe a little plain with her dark hair up in a simple ponytail. ‘You must be Alex and Poppy.’

	‘Hi,’ they both replied.

	‘I’m the senior Registrar. Alex, you’ll be with me on Team B and Poppy, you and Olivia will be on Team A.’

	Poppy’s innards clenched at Maria’s words – please don’t let Dr Anderson be on Team A – but she somehow summoned a smile for Olivia, whose perfectly defined bubblegum-pink lips lifted briefly in response.

	‘Each team has two consultants,’ Maria continued. ‘Team A is Professor Pilson and Associate Professor Benjamin.’

	Yes-yes, yes-yes, yes! Poppy did an internal happy dance and her guts relaxed.

	‘Team B is Dr Anderson and Dr Springer. We also have a Fellow from Turkey whose name is Adnan, but he will mainly be in clinics with the Consultants, so you’re unlikely to see him much.’

	Maria went on to explain how the term was structured. There was a weekly team meeting on Mondays at ten o’clock with an education component followed by the Registrar’s case presentations, to be critiqued by the consultants, then the major teaching ward round. 

	Almost as soon as Maria had finished her explanation, the consultants began to arrive. One of them, Poppy guessed him to be in his seventies, was tall with white hair, and a snowy short beard. He was wearing a dark charcoal suit with a white coat and colourful bow tie. His name, Professor Brian Pilson, was embroidered in red stitching over the breast pocket of the white coat. He was carrying a cake box, which he placed on the table then opened, revealing a delicious-looking ricotta cheesecake.

	‘I’ll get the knife and plates,’ said Maria, clearly not surprised at all by this gesture.

	Poppy was shocked. Was it someone’s birthday, or did they always welcome the newbies with a cake? She looked over at Alex, who shrugged. 

	At this moment, Dr Anderson sauntered into the room, immaculately groomed as always, in a seashell-pink shift dress and suit jacket, her lustrous chestnut hair in a bun, a few intentionally loose waves framing her face.

	‘Cheesecake again, Brian?’ Dr Anderson’s porcelain skin barely moved as she spoke. Not a crease or wrinkle in sight.

	‘But it’s the best cheesecake, Katrina,’ Prof Pilson said with a slight chuckle, unfazed by Dr Anderson’s snippy tone. He reminded Poppy of Dumbledore. All that was missing was the half-moon spectacles perched on the end of his nose, and the elaborate, sparkly robes. She warmed to him instantly. 

	Dr Anderson’s eyes roved the room. Upon spotting Poppy, they briefly lingered and Poppy thought she detected the faintest of scowls, but maybe she imagined it, before her eyes moved on to Olivia and Alex. Dr Anderson walked over and introduced herself to them as the two remaining Consultants and the Fellow entered the room.

	Once the cake was cut and divvied up, they all took a chair and, after basic introductions, Prof Pilson turned to the group and asked what cultural activity they had done in the last week. Behind him, Dr Anderson noticeably rolled her eyes. Clearly, there was no love lost between them.

	Poppy had to admit it was weird. Most of the time the Consultants barely spoke to the junior doctors, apart from asking them to order tests. They certainly didn’t converse about what they did in their private time or show interest in getting to know them as humans.

	‘I went to a Sydney Symphony concert,’ Adnan, the Turkish Fellow said as crumbly bits of cheesecake fell from the corner of his mouth.

	‘Lovely, what were they playing?’ Prof Pilson asked.

	‘Beethoven. Conducted by Simone Young. It was excellent.’

	‘Wonderful. I myself went to the Opera to see The Merry Widow. It was very exciting. What about the rest of you?’ Prof Pilson asked, taking in the assembled group.

	His question was met with silence. Alex shuffled slightly in his chair.

	Maria mentioned she was reading last year’s Miles Franklin Award winner and Prof Pilson was very interested in her thoughts as he had also read it. Poppy was thoroughly fascinated. It was so unexpected and completely foreign to anything she’d previously encountered here at The Bennelong. It was like they were at a garden party, making conversation over hor d’oeuvres and sparkling wine. There was none of the cutthroat, testosterone-driven environment Poppy was used to. 

	‘Who’s presenting today, Maria?’ Prof Pilson asked when only the cheesecake crumbs were left.

	‘I’ve got a journal article to discuss, and then two cases from the ward.’

	‘Excellent, let’s clear away, and get started,’ Prof Pilson said as he placed his empty paper plate on the spare seat beside him.

	Maria dutifully brought around a bin for the rubbish and Poppy hopped up and collected some plates.

	Once Maria had her laptop plugged into the AV system, and the lights were dimmed, she started her presentation. It was on a journal article about a novel coronavirus which had been reported as spreading quickly in Wuhan, China. The article detailed the respiratory effects, which appeared to be rapid and devastating. Poppy was fascinated as she’d seen a few articles about it in the paper, but those articles hadn’t really provided much detail on the effects of the virus on the body. 

	‘So, Maria, do you think this virus could spread beyond China? Or will it stay relatively contained, like SARS and swine flu?’ Prof Pilson asked when she’d finished.

	‘I think it could spread. Case numbers look like they’re going up exponentially. And, I guess, with China, you never know if the situation isn’t worse than what they’re reporting.’

	‘But didn’t they just announce a lockdown in Wuhan?’ Prof Benjamin asked. 

	Poppy noticed him properly for the first time. He was short and had one of those rodent-type faces, with eyes a little too close together and a weak chin. 

	‘Yes, I believe they did.’ Prof Pilson paused and rubbed his beard before continuing. ‘But I agree with Maria. There is a significant risk here. Wuhan is a big industrial area and having just completed the Christmas period, there is a lot of travel in and out of all regions in China. This could easily spread to other parts of the world. And with a major industrial section of China going into lockdown, that will also likely have flow-on effects to the availability of products and trade. This could get really interesting in the next month or so. Thank you, Maria. Watch this space. Now the cases?’

	Poppy wondered if Prof Pilson was right. Could this virus suddenly spread quickly throughout the world with devastating effects? Her throat caught and her heart rate kicked up. 

	But maybe it would just be like swine flu. That had stayed contained and never spread as predicted. 

	It’s all going to be fine. This is the beginning of a great year. Will and I will get through this Dubbo separation, I’ll learn more medicine and become more confident. Maybe I’ll even find the specialty that’s right for me? It’s going to be awesome!

	 


Chapter 2

	‘This is Margaret,’ Maria introduced the patient she had led into the meeting room. The older woman shuffled in, her slippers scuffing on the linoleum flooring, a tatty pink robe hanging limply over her old-fashioned white cotton nightie. Poppy thought she looked nervous. It must be very daunting sitting in front of a group of doctors like a prized pig. 

	‘Good morning, Margaret. Thank you for joining us,’ Prof Pilson said. 

	Like she had a choice or really understood what she was walking into, Poppy thought. 

	‘Hi,’ she replied, her voice breaking nervously.

	‘Margaret is sixty-four and presented with shortness of breath on exertion and a productive cough.’

	‘Thank you, Maria.’ Prof Pilson took in the group and Poppy instinctively tensed. ‘Olivia, could you please examine Margaret?’

	Olivia stood and moved to the front of the room. Unlike Poppy, she didn’t appear at all nervous. ‘Hi Margaret, my name is Olivia. Do you mind if I examine you?’

	‘That would be fine.’

	Poppy watched as Olivia systematically performed a respiratory examination, which included taking her pulse, checking her fingers for clubbing and peripheral signs of anaemia, percussing and listening to her chest. She was soaking it all up and storing the actions away for when she might be called upon to do a respiratory case. 

	When Olivia had finished, she thanked Margaret and escorted her from the room quickly. Upon her return, she stood in front of the seat Margaret had just vacated and Prof Pilson began the oral examination.

	‘Is there anything else you’d like to know or examine, Olivia?’ He steepled his fingers in front of his chin.

	‘I’d like to know her oxygen saturation, and her temperature. I’d also like to complete a cardiovascular examination and perform spirometry.’ Olivia’s back was straight, her hands loosely clasped in front of her.

	Professor Pilson provided some additional details then asked Olivia to present her findings.

	Olivia looked down at her shoes briefly before starting her presentation. She was clearly formulating her response, but Poppy was impressed how quickly she began.

	‘Sixty-four-year-old woman with dyspnoea and productive cough in sinus rhythm, heart rate ninety-five beats per minute, with decreased oxygen saturation, clubbed fingers, and shallow breathing, with coarse crackles at both lung bases. There were no signs to indicate pleural effusion or consolidation.’ Olivia closed her mouth, waiting for Prof’s next question.

	‘What additional investigations would you perform?’ asked Prof Pilson.

	‘Blood gas, sputum culture, full blood count, C-reactive protein, and a chest X-ray.’

	‘The blood gas shows normal pH and a PaO2 of 72mmHg. The sputum culture is negative, and the chest X-ray shows bronchial dilatation. What’s your differential diagnosis?’ His steepled index fingers tapped twice and then stopped while he waited for Olivia’s answer.

	Poppy was impressed with how Olivia presented under pressure. When Maria had introduced them, she’d explained Olivia was a junior Registrar who hadn’t yet sat the Physician’s exam. She was only a year or two ahead of Poppy, but her confidence suggested she was further along in her training. 

	Once Olivia was unable to answer a question, Prof Pilson moved on to Maria. She was an advanced trainee finishing her physician's training in Respiratory Medicine, so Poppy was keen to hear her assessment. Maria was quiet but definitive in her answers and Prof nodded his head in agreement. When he was satisfied, he made some generalised comments about the management of bronchiectasis to the room and then asked to move on to the next case. Poppy hurriedly took down some notes on her phone before the next patient arrived.

	This time, Prof Pilson asked Adnan to examine the patient and Poppy noticed Olivia’s shoulders visibly soften. She must be relieved not to have to go again. 

	Fair enough, I wouldn’t want to be examined in front of the whole Respiratory department on the first day.

	This patient had a pleural effusion and when Adnan percussed the chest, Prof Pilson asked Poppy and Alex to come close to the patient to appreciate the dullness that indicated fluid filling the space between the lungs and the chest wall. 

	‘Do you hear the dullness?’ Prof asked.

	‘Yes,’ Poppy said excitedly. She’d never seen this demonstrated before. 

	‘Now, Poppy, before you sit down,’ Prof Pilson stopped her in her tracks. ‘What are some common causes of pleural effusion?’

	Oh shit! She couldn’t believe he was asking her on her first day, in front of everyone. Causes of pleural effusions… causes of pleural effusions…

	That familiar wave of heat rushed up Poppy’s neck, and she felt all eyes in the room boring into her as she tried to form a coherent answer.

	‘Um… pneumonia, heart failure, malignant effusion, and…’ Her mind drew a blank. Damn. She was sure she’d missed at least one other cause. ‘Sorry, that’s all I can think of.’ 

	‘That’s okay, well done,’ Prof Pilson said. 

	Poppy couldn’t help sneaking a look at Dr Anderson. Her eyes were cold, her face mask-like and Poppy’s blush deepened. She must do Botox. No one her age could have such a wrinkle-free complexion. She started to step forward, assuming she was out of the firing line. But Prof Pilson wasn’t done with her.

	‘What are the common symptoms associated with a pleural effusion?’

	This was easier.

	‘Shortness of breath… cough… and maybe pleurisy,’ Poppy finished confidently.

	‘Good. Also, orthopnoea, hypoxia, tachycardia – particularly if associated with PE – and fever, if associated with infection.’

	Poppy nodded but weren’t these all signs rather than symptoms? 

	Prof Pilson steepled his fingers and tapped them in front of his nose. ‘How does one characterise the different types of pleural effusion?’

	Poppy’s eyes drifted upward, hoping for some long, filed-away kernel of information from medical school. Different types of pleural effusion? Her eyes met Alex’s and saw him chewing his fingernails again with a panicked expression, probably worried he’d be next in the firing line.

	Aren’t they all just fluid in the pleural cavity? 

	‘Um…’ she stalled. ‘Sorry, I can’t remember.’

	‘That’s okay, that was a tough one. There are both exudative and transudative types. Exudative is more commonly associated with infection and malignancy, and transudative types are more common in patients with heart failure and liver cirrhosis. Good, you can relax now.’

	Poppy exhaled her held breath and quietly returned to her seat, head down. She had completely forgotten about exudative versus transudative types of effusion. It was like a long distant memory from one lecture in medical school. The proverbial needle in the haystack. She might have to dig out her respiratory notes from med school so she wouldn’t look so stupid next time.

	 

	After the meeting they headed straight into the teaching ward round. When this finished, Olivia headed off to other wards with Prof Pilson to see consults and Poppy trundled the portable computer back toward the nurses’ station. She was left with a long list of jobs and it was already lunchtime. As soon as she sat down, she was immediately flanked by two nurses.

	‘Can you resite cannulas in beds four and fifteen?’ It was the shorter of the two nurses. ‘Their midday antibiotics are overdue.’ 

	She hadn’t managed to tick off a single job from the round and was already being diverted. But Poppy knew how important it was to start off on the right foot with the nurses. Making friends early on was essential for a good term. If they liked you, they’d protect you when you were busy and actively help you out. If not, they’d make your life hell.

	‘Sure. I’m Poppy, by the way,’ she said brightly to the nurse leaning over her.

	‘Are you going to do the cannulas?’ she asked brusquely.

	‘Just give me one sec to get my jobs written down, then I’ll get right on it. Can you please give me the code for the drug and equipment room?’

	‘Yep. 7-2-6-0.’

	‘Brilliant. Thanks,’ Poppy said, again infusing as much warmth into her voice as she could muster, but both nurses were already zeroing in on Alex, who was heading up the ward after his round.

	Poppy quickly scribbled her jobs on her printed ward list and folded and tucked it into her work pants. The nurses had written a jobs list for Alex and Poppy on the whiteboard, so Poppy pulled her list back out and added the extra jobs before finally tucking it away again. In the equipment room she gathered what she would need for the first cannula, tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear, and headed down the ward. So far, her first day was a mixed bag and she was determined that it be more of a success than not.

	The first patient was a woman in her seventies with pneumonia, called Hazel Brooks. On the ward round, Poppy had felt a bit sorry for her. She had looked so tiny and frail in the big hospital bed and she’d seemed overwhelmed by the crowd around her.

	‘Hi Hazel, my name is Poppy. I’m the new Resident on the ward. How are you feeling?’

	‘I’m so tired,’ Hazel gasped between laboured breaths.

	‘I’m so sorry. Now I just need to put in a new needle for the antibiotics, hopefully they’ll make you feel better soon.’

	‘Oh no, I hate all these needles.’ Hazel pulled up the sheets and clutched them tightly.

	‘I know,’ Poppy said soothingly. ‘It’s not much fun is it. Let’s have a look and see if we can find a good vein.’

	After assessing both arms, Poppy’s confidence started to drop. Hazel had ropey, snaking veins that rolled around to the slightest touch. Her skin was paper-thin with fading, deep purple bruises haphazardly along her arms. Poppy knew from experience that this was going to be tricky. She picked the least rolling one in Hazel’s left arm and got her kit ready. Then she fastened the tourniquet and carefully cleaned Hazel’s dry, bruised skin, and took a deep breath, psyching herself up. 

	You can do this, Pop, you’ve done hundreds, this will be a cinch.

	‘Okay, Hazel, sharp pain now,’ Poppy said as she inserted the cannula through Hazel’s fragile skin and into her ropey old vein. Blood filled the flashback chamber and Poppy tried to advance the needle further into the vein but it rolled away and the vein blew. Damn, she thought, as blood seeped into the surrounding tissues, the bruise building and spreading. 

	‘I’m sorry, Hazel, this one hasn’t worked.’ She retracted the needle and held some gauze over the site to staunch the bleeding, the colourful tourniquet now hanging limply at her elbow. Its brightness mocking her. 

	‘Let me just hold this for a moment then I’ll have another go.’ 

	‘Ow, that’s hurting,’ Hazel whimpered.

	‘I’m sorry, honey. It won’t be long. I just need to stop the bleeding.’ Poppy used the back of her gloved hand to wipe a tendril of hair off her forehead. She didn’t like hurting people, particularly old ladies. It was now Poppy remembered that Hazel was on anticoagulants, so she’d have to compress the wound for longer. Her list of jobs began spreading in her mind, like the bruise beneath her fingers. If she couldn’t get through these simple cannulas, she was going to be here forever. Her bladder took this moment to insist that it, too, needed attention. She should have ducked to the loo at the end of the round, before the nurses had managed to corner her. 

	Hazel moaned in pain, bringing Poppy’s focus back to the tiny woman in the bed. She checked to make sure the bleeding had finally stopped then bandaged that site and searched her right arm again for another suitable vein to try. Luckily, she’d brought two sets with her, a benefit of having a year’s worth of experience on her side. 

	Please let this one work.

	‘Okay, Hazel, here we go again. Sting now.’

	Poppy inserted the needle with confidence. The blood flashed and she inserted further, bracing the vein with her left hand (being careful not to stab herself) to prevent the roll. She successfully completed the cannulation and breathed a quiet sigh of relief. 

	‘There we go, Hazel,’ she said brightly as she dressed the cannula and flushed it with saline. ‘Hopefully this will last longer than the last one.’

	‘I hope so too.’ 

	Poppy gave Hazel’s shoulder a light squeeze and left her bed bay. One successful task done. Now she just needed the rest of the day to go as smoothly.

	She erased “IVC Bed 4” off the nurses’ board, discarded her sharps and mess, and started the process again. The second cannula was for a young patient with cystic fibrosis who thankfully had perfect young veins, and whose cannula went in easily on the first attempt. By the time she’d tidied up again and erased “IVC Bed 15” from the board, Olivia was back from consults and wanted to go over the job list with Poppy. It was now after one o’clock. Poppy was thirsty, feeling dizzy from hunger, and desperately needed to pee. But she sat next to Olivia at the nurses’ station without complaint, and they went over the jobs to perform, and the results to chase. Some they were able to tick off together, but after twenty minutes the list was still fairly extensive.

	Olivia then left to eat lunch before going to see more consults, leaving Poppy to “the list”. No sooner had Olivia left, then the nurses swarmed again. Wanting Poppy to re-chart medications which were due to expire, chart IV fluids, and there was now another cannula to do. 

	Poppy slouched in her chair. How she wished it was home time. The day had started so well, with cake and interesting conversation, and now she was exhausted and swamped. And so incredibly hungry. What she wouldn’t give for some of that cheesecake now.

	But enough of the self-pity. Poppy took a deep breath and wearily rose to her feet. ‘Let me duck to the loo and I’ll be right with you,’ she said to no nurse in particular.

	You got this. Let’s kick some arse. 

	Right after she peed.

	 

	By three o’clock she had done all the most important jobs, placated and befriended a couple of the nurses (Melanie and Susan), and decided it was time to break for lunch. She caught the lift down to the cafeteria but could have cried when she entered and saw the empty bain-maries.

	‘What can I get you, love?’ the server asked as Poppy searched the empty shelves and the lonely wilting cheese sandwich in its plastic container.

	‘You’ve finished lunch service?’ Poppy asked, hoping there might be something out the back.

	‘Yep. Finishes at two-thirty.’

	She walked quickly out the front entrance of the hospital and up the street to the first café on the corner, where she bought a sandwich and a Coke Zero. At an outdoor table she ate quickly before grabbing a crappy (but hot) coffee on the way back to the ward to finish “the list”. While she’d been eating, she thought about the journal article Maria had presented. Again, she wondered if this would end up like SARS and be a flash in the pan. There was a faint buzz in the back of her brain, like a fly vibrating against a window. What if it was something more?


Chapter 3

	That determination to finish her list of jobs evaporated two hours later when she decided everything left could wait for tomorrow. Her head was buzzing and she was exhausted, but at least the day was over. Lucas had texted earlier to say he was doing an overtime shift, so she raced to the front entrance to meet Gemma, remembering at least she had dinner with her best friend to keep her upright.

	‘Sorry, sorry,’ Poppy said, jogging up to where Gemma was waiting near the ED Ambulance bay.

	Gemma looked up from her phone. ‘It’s okay, don’t blow a gasket.’ 

	Poppy gave Gemma a hug and they began the walk home. On the way they filled each other in on their respective days. Gemma was working for four Consultants, who all mainly did breast cancer and melanoma surgery, one Registrar, and a Fellow. 

	‘Dave, my Reg, seems okay. He was pretty chatty and we spent the morning rounding, and seeing patients,’ Gemma said.

	‘That sounds promising.’

	‘Yeah, I think so. He gave me the low-down on the week. Tomorrow, I’ll be in theatres in the morning and probably sorting the ward in the arvo.’

	‘And what about the boss you met?’

	‘Dr Patchett.’ Gemma’s voice dropped at his name. ‘He was very tall, and pretty old. He didn’t say too much, and only rounded for about fifteen minutes with a very cursory glance at the wounds and drains... I’m not sure I’m going to gel there.’

	‘Sounds like you’ve already formed an opinion,’ Poppy said, laughing.

	‘You know me,’ Gemma smiled. Poppy hugged her around the shoulders, and they walked on.

	Gemma and Poppy had been friends since they first met in the dorms in medical school when they bonded over their mutual lust for Ryan Gosling. Gemma was statuesque with short brown hair, unusual green eyes, and what many said was a resting bitch face. Poppy knew she didn’t mean to give off the impression that she disliked or looked down on you, it was just that she was quick to judge, and her own insecurity around new people often came across as arrogance. She’d been dating Lucas, their other flatmate, since early in their first year and to Poppy, they were family.

	‘What about you, Pop?’

	‘Gosh, where to start?’ Poppy sidestepped a puddle of what looked like spilt milkshake and Gemma did the same. At least it wasn’t a used condom. ‘The morning started great. Our weekly meeting came with cake and conversation.’

	‘Wait, what?’ Gemma reached out a hand to stop Poppy. ‘Did you say cake?’

	‘Yep. Prof Pilson brought it, but apparently it’s a weekly thing. There’s a roster and everything.’ Poppy resumed walking.

	‘Nice!’

	‘I know!’

	‘What was the conversation about? Get to know you stuff?’ Gemma weaved around a woman with a pram.

	‘Nope.’ Poppy grinned at her friend. ‘It was about culture. Prof Pilson asked about what cultural activities we’d done on the weekend.’

	‘O-kay... that’s… different.’ She raised a skeptical eyebrow.

	‘Actually, it was really nice.’

	‘Was Dr Anderson there?’ This time Gemma side-eyed her.

	‘Yeah, there were some death stares, but she basically ignored me,’ Poppy replied. Thank God. ‘ I got asked about causes of pleural effusions. I think I got about three right, but he didn’t push me too hard, thankfully. Pilson seems really nice. He’s gotta be in his seventies, but the whole morning he was a real gentleman, very respectful, always with a kind tone when he was questioning, and sweet with the patients.’

	They turned the corner, only a block from home now. 

	‘But I didn’t get lunch until three,’ Poppy moaned. ‘It was pretty full-on. I think Mondays, because of the morning meeting, will be a bit of a shit fight. But hopefully the rest of the week will be better.’

	‘What about your Reg?’ asked Gemma.

	‘Olivia. She’s a junior Reg. It’s too early to tell, we didn’t spend a huge amount of time together. Do you know how Lucas went?’

	‘I ducked down to his ward on my way out. He seems happy. He has the same team you had last year, so that’s pretty cool. You liked them.’

	‘Yeah, good bosses. And who’s his Reg?’

	Gemma took a beat to answer. ‘Miriam. She was there when I went down. She’s absolutely gorgeous!’

	‘Really?’ Poppy scrutinised her friend’s face.

	A deep frown line creased Gemma’s forehead. ‘Yeah. I guess I’ll hear more about her later.’

	‘You’re not worried, are you?’ Poppy was surprised at the tension in her friend’s body.

	‘No, don’t be silly,’ Gemma said. But Poppy got the distinct impression she was.

	 

	‘Did you hear from Will today?’ Gemma asked later, when they’d finished their makeshift meal of toasted sandwiches on the couch.

	‘No, but I wasn’t expecting to. He said he was likely to be in theatres all day. We’re going to speak at seven thirty.’

	‘I wonder how he’s going? Say hi from me.’

	A butterfly fluttered against the inside of Poppy’s ribcage in anticipation of talking to Will. She’d been so busy and overwhelmed during the day, she’d barely considered him, but now all she wanted was to hear his voice and see his face.

	 

	Poppy made herself comfortable on her bed and eagerly grabbed for her phone when it rang at the appointed time. Will’s face came on the screen.

	‘Hi, beautiful,’ he said.

	Poppy felt a wave of love at his words. ‘Hi, hon, it’s so good to see you. How was your day?’

	‘You first.’

	Poppy told him all about her day, the people she’d met, and how exhausted she was. 

	‘What about you?’ she asked when she’d finished.

	‘Pretty good, too. I spent all day in theatres from about seven this morning until about six, as I was expecting. Got to do two of the inductions, which was good. The Anaesthetist was okay. A bit gruff but not mean.’

	‘What was the list?’

	‘All day Ortho.’

	‘Were the Orthopods fly-in-fly-out?’

	‘Yeah. Just the one guy. Flies in for two days a month.’

	Something in Will’s tone made Poppy ask, ‘Was he okay?’

	Will wiped his hand through his curls and sighed. ‘A bit of a dick. Lots of swearing and having a go at his Reg. But barely even acknowledged us.’

	‘Why are surgeons all such dicks?’ Poppy shook her head.

	‘Egos.’

	‘Yeah…’ Poppy sighed.

	Will moved closer to the camera. ‘Anyway, let’s not waste any more time talking about dickheads.’

	‘What do you want to talk about?’ Poppy asked coquettishly.

	‘How beautiful you are, and how much I miss you already.’

	Poppy smiled and could see her right-sided dimple flickering into view in her small image in the corner of her screen, dwarfed by Will’s central one. ‘I miss you too.’

	They stared at each other with goofy smiles for a while before Poppy asked how the accommodation was. He’d only arrived in Dubbo the night before and this was the first chance they’d had to talk.

	‘So, I’m sharing with one of the Med Reg’s. A guy called Brendan. I met him last year. He’s okay.’

	‘That’s good. And the house?’

	‘We’re on the hospital grounds, out the back. It’s a bunch of old brick houses. Pretty basic, but clean.’

	They talked more about their upcoming weeks and when they were nearing the end of their conversation, Poppy said, ‘I can’t believe it’s going to be two whole weeks until we see each other.’ Today had felt like a week in itself!

	‘I know. I don’t think we’ve spent that long apart since even before we started dating properly.’

	Poppy’s head dropped. ‘I know, don’t make me depressed.’

	‘Don’t worry, hon, we’ll get through it. And we’ll talk every day.’ His voice was as soothing as her mum’s homemade biscuits. ‘I love you, Poppy.’

	‘I love you too, Will.’

	Even though Will had told Poppy he loved her about three months into their relationship, she still loved hearing it, and while he was the first to make himself vulnerable, she soon followed. Now saying “I love you” felt completely natural.

	‘Well, I’m desperate for a shower, so I’d better go. Got another early start tomorrow.’ Will stood up and started walking, making the camera jerk and picture blur slightly.

	‘Okay. Love you. Sleep well.’

	‘You too, beautiful. Have a good day tomorrow. Say hi to Gem and Luc for me.’

	Poppy pressed the red disconnect button. She was putting on a brave face for Will, but she already missed him. They’d been together for about nine months, and for the last six they’d basically lived together. They’d spend at least four or five nights a week together – at his place or hers – only really sleeping apart if one of them was doing an overtime shift. His stint in Dubbo was going to be tough.

	 

	Poppy woke up feeling no better than when she went to sleep. The late January humidity cloyed her skin and she slept fitfully. It didn’t help that she missed Will. She’d gotten used to the feeling of his body curved into her back as they slept entwined. She felt sticky and dragged herself out of bed and stumbled to the bathroom, where a lukewarm shower helped revive her.

	Lucas was eating breakfast at the table when Poppy approached. ‘Morning, Luc.’

	Gemma was nowhere to be seen, probably left early to get to theatres on time.

	‘Morning.’ He didn’t look up from what he was reading on his iPad.

	‘How was yesterday?’ Poppy asked, putting bread in the toaster and turning the kettle on.

	Now he looked towards Poppy in the kitchen. ‘Good. You were right, the bosses are nice.’ He spooned cereal into his mouth with a slight slurp.

	‘Yeah, it’s a good term. And I heard Miriam is very pretty,’ Poppy said with a cheeky grin, knowing she was pushing Lucas’s buttons.

	He blushed and coughed, aspirating some of his food. ‘Yeah, she’s nice looking.’ 

	Poppy couldn’t remember seeing Lucas blush before. Jeez, this woman must be a knock-out. 

	 

	They headed over to Cuckoo Callay on their way in to work, the traffic noise drowning out any chance of conversation. Lucas waited outside while Poppy went in to order.

	‘Hi Stace,’ she greeted the new barista when it was her turn. This city, by Sam Fischer was playing through the speakers in the café.

	‘Hey, Poppy, what can I make for you today?’

	‘Two large lattes, one sugar each. Thanks.’

	‘Coming right up.’

	Poppy moved to the side to wait and watch Stacey work. Jason had moved on a few months ago, no one really knowing where or why, and Stacey had taken over. She was quintessential Newtown: more body art than spare skin, nose ring, endless ear piercings and cuffs, and her platinum blond hair with dark roots was ruthlessly parted and gelled flat to her head. She wore a white, wife-beater singlet, her black bra straps protruding, and loose boyfriend jeans with rolled cuffs, and brogues without socks. Her latte art was taken very seriously, even for takeaways, and she soon produced a swan on one coffee and a triple heart on the other. Stacey made sure Poppy saw her spectacular artwork before covering them with takeaway lids.

	‘Oh Stace, that’s amazing.’ Poppy picked up the two cups and wished they were sitting down to drink so she could appreciate the design more.

	‘I aim to please. Don’t be a stranger,’ Stacey said before returning her attention to her pastel green retro commercial coffee machine, her mind already on the next order. 

	‘Oh God, that’s good,’ Lucas said, taking his first sip. ‘That woman is a genius.’

	‘She sure is.’ Poppy felt the warmth penetrate all the way to her extremities, and the last of her exhaustion fell away. Once they turned off King Street and made their way through Camperdown Memorial Rest Park, the noise and bustle eased and Poppy could hear the birds in the trees and the wind shuffling the leaves, like cards in a deck.

	‘I spent a bit of time with Josh yesterday in the cath lab,’ Lucas said as he took a sip of his coffee.

	Poppy’s gait faltered and she almost choked on the milk foam. She knew Lucas really disliked Josh and was waiting for the next thing out of his mouth to be negative. 

	‘He surprised me by not being a massive dick.’

	‘Really?’ Poppy said cautiously.

	‘He remembered my name for the first time and even gave me a bit of teaching.’

	Poppy raised a single eyebrow. ‘Very unlike him.’

	‘My thoughts as well.’

	‘And he didn’t use it as an opportunity to put me down?’ Poppy’s innards instinctively clenched as she waited for his answer.

	‘No,’ Lucas shook his head. ‘Didn’t mention you once.’

	Poppy couldn’t help it, she was shocked. Josh might be drop-dead gorgeous, but he was also a supercilious bastard and a total know-it-all. Their brief, lusty fling had been all about him – what he wanted, when he wanted it. Things had fizzled around his specialty exams, but when Josh found out she’d started dating Will, he’d been a total jackass. Basically putting her down at every opportunity. 

	‘Well, that’s new for him,’ Poppy said, downing the last long sip of her coffee as they veered down a side street on their shortcut to the hospital. Tiny terraces and workers cottages jostled for space in narrow streets barely wide enough for one car to get through. They had to make their way around patches of dog poo and mothers with prams, out enjoying an early walk, so their conversation stalled again.

	I wonder if that means Josh has finally decided to move on? I hope he stops making things so difficult every time we see each other or when I have to talk to him about a consult. It is getting exhausting and it drives Will nuts. Fingers crossed!

	 

	She waved goodbye to Lucas at the lifts, feeling upbeat and ready for the day ahead. When the lift doors opened, smokey blue eyes met hers and Poppy froze, her coffee cup halfway to her mouth.

	‘Are you getting in?’ Joshua Hunter asked, a muscle flickering in his cheek.

	Poppy almost tripped over her feet getting into the lift. Had she just conjured him into existence? She stood slightly in front of him, exquisitely conscious of how close he was. As she took a deep breath, trying to calm her racing heart, his aftershave mingled with the coffee that was still  halfway to her mouth and the familiarity of it triggered signals in her brain. A fleeting image of his strong arms and naked torso sprung to mind and heat ripped through her body. Thank goodness she was standing in front of him so he might not notice her discomfort. Her right hand shook, threatening to spill coffee foam out of the spout in the lid.

	The lift dinged and the doors opened on the ninth floor. ‘Excuse me,’ Josh said as he moved past her to get out. Poppy kept her eyes down, but her arm tingled where he brushed past her. As he strode confidently away from the lift and the doors were just beginning to close, her eyes lingered on his back and drifted down to his butt. It was at that moment that he turned, catching her checking him out. He smirked and Poppy reached forward and punched the “close door” button. She could hear his barking laugh when the doors finally closed on her flaming face. Why had she fallen into that trap?

	 

	On the eleventh floor she took a moment to compose herself after she exited the lift. She couldn’t arrive on the ward as she was, it would be too mortifying. 

	Come on, Poppy, deep breaths.

	She took the last few sips of her coffee and threw the cup into the bin as she walked toward the ward. At the nurses’ station she said a cheerful hello to Melanie and Susan.

	‘So how are you ladies this morning?’ Poppy asked forcing herself to be upbeat. They didn’t know what had just transpired in the lift.

	‘Okay,’ Melanie said. Susan smiled briefly but didn’t pass comment.

	‘How’s the ward this morning, any dramas overnight?’

	‘Mrs Brooks died,’ Melanie answered.

	‘What? Hazel?’ Poppy asked, a hand flying up to her face as bubbles of acid from her coffee rose up her chest. ‘What happened?’

	‘She took a turn for the worse. The night Registrar thought she might have had a stroke. ICU wouldn’t take her. She died around four o’clock.’

	‘I can’t believe it.’ Poppy thought back to the interactions she had with Hazel yesterday, her small bird-like body so frail in the big hospital bed.

	‘Yeah, she was a sweetie,’ Melanie agreed. Poppy stood still staring blankly at the noticeboard behind their heads.

	‘Are you okay?’ Susan asked, a look of concern on her face. 

	Poppy registered the question and went to say “yes” but found the words caught in her throat. She nodded instead.

	‘She was old, Poppy. There was nothing they could do.’ 

	‘It’s just a shock. I spent a bit of time with her yesterday. I just... wasn’t expecting it, I guess.’ Poppy appreciated Susan’s attempt to reassure her, but she excused herself and went to the tearoom to put away her bag and collect her thoughts. Looking down as she closed the locker door, she saw that her hands were shaking slightly.

	It’s not your fault. Hazel was old and frail. There was nothing you could have done.

	 

	She headed back to the nurses’ station to get to work, determined to keep moving forward and not dwell on Hazel’s death. Despite being a doctor for a year, she was still not used to the emotions that bubbled to the surface when a patient she’d cared for died. Somehow, it was always a shock and unexpected, even if they were a cancer patient towards the end of their journey. Each time the surprise hit her and then the grief from her sister’s suicide would leak out of the box she’d hidden it in, deep down inside. Ready to engulf her in sadness once more. 

	But not today. Today Poppy actively turned a corner in her mind, shut the door on Lulu, and focused on the jobs left over from yesterday. She checked to see if a few results had come in and updated some patient records, determinedly keeping her attention on work. 

	At some point Alex arrived, his long frame towering over her seated position. ‘Hi, Poppy.’

	She looked up from her computer and strained her neck to meet his eyes. ‘Morning, Alex. How was your first day yesterday? Sorry I didn’t get time to check in with you.’

	‘That’s okay. It was full-on, but Maria was great. We basically just worked together all day.’

	‘That’s good.’ Maybe Olivia will be like that today, Poppy thought hopefully.

	‘Yeah, she’s amazing.’

	‘Good. Well, if you have any problems or need help with cannulas, or whatever, I’m here too.’

	‘Thanks, Poppy.’ He smiled and she had to admit he seemed more confident than yesterday. ‘I’m sure I’ll need your help sooner or later. Here comes Maria, I’d better go put my stuff away.’ He raised his hand in a brief wave and hurried toward the tearoom.

	He seems like a good egg. Eager and nervous. Probably not dissimilar to what I was like last year.

	‘Excuse me, Poppy?’ She lifted her head to a male nurse she hadn’t met yesterday. ‘I’m Terry.’ 

	‘Hi Terry, what can I do for you?’ 

	‘Can you put a cannula in bed six? The night Resident didn’t get to it, and we haven’t been able to give his eight o’clock antibiotics.’

	‘No problem.’ She finished what she was doing then gathered supplies from the equipment room before heading down to bed six.

	‘Morning, Mr Tucker. I’m Poppy. We met briefly yesterday. I’m the new Resident.’

	‘This food is terrible. What are you going to do about it, girlie?’ Mr Tucker said gruffly, a bit of scrambled egg stuck in the corner of his mouth.

	‘I’m sorry, Mr Tucker. I’m not sure there’s much I can do about that. But I can put in a new cannula so you can have your morning antibiotics.’

	‘Not much you can do?’ he shouted, the scrambled egg flying from the corner of his mouth.

	Worried the nurses would think she’d upset him, a blush rose up Poppy’s neck and sweat prickled her armpits. 

	‘This place is a joke. Terrible food, terrible staff. I’ve got private health insurance, why am I in a four-bed room with these fuckers?’

	Poppy took a step back, momentarily shocked by the swearing. ‘Mr Tucker, I’m sorry, you're obviously upset, and—'

	‘What’s going on here?’ Terry asked, pulling back the curtain and entering Mr Tucker’s bay. Poppy’s blush deepened further. ‘Are you upsetting Dr Mason and causing a ruckus?’ 

	‘This place is crap, and you know it,’ Mr Tucker said, jostling on the bed, his scrawny legs making his hospital gown flap.

	‘Now, now, Mr Tucker. If you don’t calm down and let Dr Mason put in a new needle for your antibiotics, we might have to let Prof Pilson know you’re abusing the staff and other patients. Then who knows what will happen.’

	Mr Tucker huffed and puffed, opening and closing his mouth like a goldfish, but Poppy could see his bluster blowing off with the threat of repercussion. 

	‘Right. I’m going to stay here and make sure you behave while Dr Mason puts your needle in.’

	‘Oh, alright,’ Mr Tucker said resignedly, his legs finally still and his hands now loose in his lap.

	Finally, Poppy was able to approach the bed. Her hands were shaking under the scrutiny of both the patient and Terry. Please let his veins be good. She had to get this cannula in first go. The last thing she needed was to start the day with a patient making a complaint, or everyone thinking she’s useless. 

	Thankfully, despite his advanced age, he had one good looking vein and luck was in Poppy’s favour. When she’d finished, she tidied up quickly and rushed out of the bay. Terry found her back in the equipment room. He started to say something but Poppy rushed in first, wanting to explain.

	‘Thank you for saving me in there. He just went off about the food as soon as I walked in. I’m so sorry.’

	‘No sweat. He can be a bit of a nasty old bugger at times. Really picks on the female staff. My fault. I should have warned you.’

	‘Thanks, Terry, I really appreciate your help.’

	‘No worries.’

	Poppy got a good look at him as he lingered in the equipment room, gathering some supplies. He was tall and rake thin. She thought he must be a smoker as he had a lot of facial lines, particularly around his mouth. His hair was a scraggly blonde-grey and he looked late fifties, but maybe smoking and other substances were making him look older than his actual age. 

	Talking about then seeing Josh was a bad start to the day, but looking incompetent in front of the nurses wasn’t doing anything to improve it. As Terry left the equipment room, Poppy leant on the bench and placed her head in her hands. She already wanted to hide and the day had barely started.

	 

	 


Chapter 4

	The rest of Poppy’s first week in Respiratory medicine was filled with learning the ropes, getting to know her colleagues and teaching Alex. It had given Poppy a real buzz teaching someone else and was a confidence boosting reminder of how much she had learnt in the last twelve months. But it hadn’t all been smooth sailing. She’d had a rough morning preparing patients for bronchoscopy on Wednesday, culminating in a dressing-down from Olivia whom Poppy had failed to bond with so far. There was something closed-off about her. Poppy wasn’t sure if it was introspection or snobbery.

	 

	By the time the weekend arrived, Poppy was exhausted and starting to feel lonely. She and Will had been talking daily but it wasn’t the same as physically sharing the same space. There had been moments in their conversations where Poppy found herself holding things back or curating what they discussed. This sudden gap between them only became more obvious over the weekend when they missed each other’s calls and when they finally spoke Poppy had detected irritation in Will’s tone. It left Poppy wondering if the physical distance was forcing a backward step in their relationship to a time where things were more uncertain.

	 

	Monday. The morning meeting again. This time Poppy was prepared. She came to work with multiple snack packs in her bag, a 700ml water bottle, and the expectation of a long day. Team A was on-call again today, but it was Prof Benjamin rather than Prof Pilson. Dr Anderson was in charge of cake, according to the roster, and Poppy was very interested to see what she would bring after her derision last week of Prof Pilson’s choice. Maybe some hideous vegan concoction?

	She headed to the ward with a good attitude and quickly printed a patient list, checked with the nurses how the patients had been over the weekend, and even put in a cannula before heading to the meeting. She watched from a slight distance as Dr Anderson entered the meeting room with a cake box. It was placed on the table at the front, beside the plates, paper towels, and cake knife Poppy had brought in from the tearoom. When the lid was raised, Poppy leaned in to see a delicate looking hazelnut and meringue layer cake. It looked divine. Poppy’s mouth watered in anticipation and she was very grateful when it was her turn to receive a slice.

	Poppy savoured her first bite, appreciating the light hazelnut sponge, the layer of hazelnut mousse, and then the burst of chocolate meringue. Heaven. As she scraped the last morsel from the plate, she resisted licking her finger to rustle up the little crumbs of meringue that had escaped. She shouldn’t be surprised by Dr Anderson’s offering; everything that woman did was considered. Of course, her cake choice was as meticulous as her appearance. 

	‘That was utterly divine, thank you Katrina,’ Prof Pilson complimented her.

	‘Yes, quite delicious,’ said Prof Benjamin, licking the last morsels off his fork as the others also offered their thanks to Dr Anderson, who demurely accepted.

	They moved on to the meeting and Olivia presented another journal article about the novel coronavirus. This paper continued on from the one Maria had presented last week. It looked at the pattern of symptoms and duration of illness in patients in Italy. Poppy had been keeping an eye on the related news over the weekend, and Italy was now emerging as a hotspot. The case numbers had soared in the past week, particularly around Lombardy in the North.

	‘As you can see in this table,’ Olivia referred to the table on the PowerPoint slide, ‘whilst the majority of deaths reported in this cohort are in elderly patients, it is interesting to see such large numbers of patients in their forties to sixties being hospitalised. Obviously, that’s quite different from other seasonal, flu-like respiratory illnesses.’

	‘Yes. Surprising,’ Prof Pilson agreed. ‘What do you think of that table with the world-wide location of reported cases?’ He referred to one of the previous tables Olivia had presented.

	‘You mean the proximity to the animal and seafood market in China?’

	‘Yes, do they think this is a virus that has made the leap transmitting from animal to human?’

	‘I understand it is one of the purported theories, but it is not discussed in this article and I think there’s still so much we don’t
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