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Chapter 1 - The Name on My Badge.
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I arrive at the hospital just after dawn, when the sky still looks undecided. Pale gray. Thin light. The kind of morning that can turn bright or stay dull all day. I park beside a rusted ambulance with a flat tire and sit there longer than I should, hands on the wheel, breathing slow.

The building squats at the edge of town like it gave up trying to impress anyone years ago. One floor. Red brick faded to brown. A crooked sign hangs over the entrance. Riverside District Hospital. Someone tried to scrub the mold off the letters and quit halfway through.

I step out of the car. Cold air bites my face. I welcome it. Cold keeps me alert.

I grab my bag and lock the door. I check it twice. Habit. I don’t look around to see who might be watching. That habit almost got me caught once. Instead, I walk straight to the entrance, shoulders back, steps even. I move like I belong here because if I hesitate, someone will notice.

The automatic doors don’t open right away. I stand there, too close, smelling damp leaves and old oil, before the sensor wakes up. The doors part with a tired groan. Inside, the air hits me hard.

Antiseptic. Sharp and thin. It clings to the back of my throat. Under it sits the smell of old metal and damp cloth. Something burned long ago and never fully cleared. Hospitals always smell like this, but rural ones don’t bother hiding it.

The lights hum. Half of them flicker.

I take one step in. Then another. My shoes squeak on the floor. Someone mopped with too much water and not enough soap.

A desk sits near the entrance. The paint peels off the edges. A bell rests on the counter, dented and dull. No one stands behind it.

“Hello?” I say.

My voice echoes down the hall. I don’t like that. I don’t like how empty the place feels.

A woman appears from a side corridor. She wears scrubs that once were blue. Her hair is pulled into a knot that’s trying to escape. She looks tired in a way sleep won’t fix.

“You must be the new nurse,” she says.

I nod. “Yes. I’m Anna.”

The name fits easy in my mouth now. I practiced it for weeks. Anna Brooks. Plain. Safe. A name that disappears in a crowd.

She smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “I’m Mavis. You’re early.”

“I like to be on time.”

She snorts. “You’ll learn.”

She gestures for me to follow. Her shoes slap the floor as we walk. I fall into step beside her. The hall stretches long and narrow. Doors line both sides. Some are shut. Some hang open.

We pass a supply cart with one wheel missing. Someone shoved a folded towel under it to keep it level. The towel is gray with age.

“You come from the city?” Mavis asks.

“Yes.”

She glances at me. “That’ll wear off.”

We reach a small office. A fan rattles in the corner, blowing warm air. A clipboard sits on the desk. Papers stick out at odd angles.

Mavis picks it up and flips through. “HR sent your file last night. Took them long enough.”

She scans the page. I watch her face. I keep mine blank.

“Anna Brooks,” she reads. “Licensed RN. Five years experience. Medical-surgical.”

“Yes.”

She nods. “We need you everywhere. Days, nights, weekends. You good with that?”

“I am.”

“Good. We’re short.”

She hands me a badge. White plastic. My name printed in black. ANNA BROOKS, RN. I clip it to my pocket. The weight feels wrong, like borrowed jewelry.

“Let me show you around,” she says.

We walk again. The halls feel tighter now. The walls close in. Paint flakes near the baseboards. Someone tried to cover a crack with tape. It didn’t work.

“This is triage,” Mavis says, pointing. “Two beds. We make do.”

I look inside. One bed sits empty. The other holds an older man with a blanket pulled to his chin. He snores softly. A monitor beside him blinks, slow and steady. The screen has a crack across one corner.

“ER?” I ask.

She laughs once. “You’re looking at it.”

We move on. She shows me the nurses’ station. A half-circle desk scarred with pen marks and coffee rings. A cork board hangs behind it, stuffed with notes and faded memos.

A young nurse sits there, head bent over a chart. She looks up as we approach. Dark circles sit under her eyes like bruises.

“New hire,” Mavis says.

The nurse nods at me. “Welcome to the end of the road.”

I smile because it’s expected.

Mavis shows me the break room. One table. Three chairs that don’t match. A fridge hums loud enough to drown out thought. A microwave from another decade sits on the counter, its door held shut with tape.

“You’ll get a locker later,” Mavis says. “For now, stash your stuff here.”

I put my bag under the table. I keep my wallet in my pocket.

We head toward the ward. The smell shifts as we walk. Less sharp now. More sweat. More age. A mix of skin and fear and time.

Patients lie in beds along the walls. Some sleep. Some stare at the ceiling. A woman coughs, deep and wet. A child cries down the hall. Someone calls for a nurse.

Mavis keeps moving. “You okay?”

“Yes.”

She studies me for a second. “You don’t look nervous.”

“I am.”

She smiles. “Good. Means you care.”

We stop at the med room. The door sticks when she opens it. Shelves line the walls. Bottles sit in uneven rows. Labels peel at the corners.

“You’ll find we’re low on almost everything,” she says. “If it’s not locked up, it’s probably missing.”

I nod. I’ve worked with less. I don’t say that.

She hands me a schedule. “You start now. Shadow Jess for the morning.”

Jess must be the nurse at the desk. I thank Mavis and head back.

Jess looks up as I approach. “You ready?”

“Yes.”

She hands me a chart. “Room four. Mr. Kline. BP’s been off all night.”

I take the chart. The paper feels thin. I scan the notes as we walk.

Jess talks fast. “He came in two days ago. Chest pain. No heart attack. We’re watching him. He hates needles.”

Most people do.

We enter the room. Mr. Kline lies propped up on pillows. He eyes us as we approach.

“Morning,” I say. “I’m Anna. I’m one of the nurses.”

He grunts. “You new?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t mess it up.”

“I won’t.”

I check his vitals. My hands move on their own. Cuff. Stethoscope. Watch the needle. Count the beats. My body knows this work. It steadies me.

Jess watches. “You’re quick.”

“I’ve done this before.”

Mr. Kline snorts. “City girl?”

“Yes.”

He smirks. “Figures.”

We finish up. As we step out, Jess leans close. “You’re good.”

“Thank you.”

“You’ll fit in.”

I don’t answer.

The morning moves in chunks. A blood draw here. A dressing change there. A woman with a twisted ankle. A farmer with a deep cut that smells like rust and dirt. A kid with a fever that won’t break.

The equipment fights me at every turn. A pump stalls. A monitor freezes. I tap and jiggle and coax them back to life. I make notes to myself. Workarounds. Always workarounds.

At noon, Jess drags me to the break room. We sit with lukewarm coffee in chipped mugs.

“So,” she says, “what brings you out here?”

I stare into my cup. “I needed a change.”

She nods. “Most do.”

She tells me about the town. About the diner that closes early. About the river that floods every spring. About the people who never leave.

I listen. I don’t share.

A loud beep cuts through the room. Jess jumps up. “That’s mine.”

She rushes out. I follow.

Room six. A man gasps for air. His face has gone gray. I step in without waiting.

“Sir, can you hear me?” I ask.

He nods weakly.

I move fast. Oxygen. Sit him up. Check his chart. COPD. He’s crashing.

Jess hovers. “Doctor’s on the way.”

“How long?”

She shrugs. “Depends.”

I don’t like that answer. I don’t wait.

I adjust the mask. I coach his breathing. Slow. In. Out. I talk to him like he’s my only job. His chest eases. The panic in his eyes fades.

The doctor arrives five minutes later. Older. Balding. Sweat stains under his arms.

“What’s going on?” he asks.

I give him a quick rundown. Clear. Short.

He nods. “Good call.”

I step back. My hands shake now that it’s over. I tuck them into my pockets.

After, Jess looks at me with new eyes. “You handled that well.”

“Thank you.”

She lowers her voice. “Where did you say you worked before?”

I meet her gaze. “A hospital.”

She laughs. “Fair enough.”

By late afternoon, my feet ache. My head throbs. The day has worn grooves into me. I like that. It leaves no room for memory.

I’m at the nurses’ station when Mavis calls me over.

“Anna,” she says, voice low. “Admin wants to see you.”

My stomach tightens. “Why?”

She shrugs. “Routine.”

I follow her to a small office near the back. A man sits behind the desk. Thin. Neat. Glasses perched on his nose. A nameplate reads H. DONNELLY.

“Ms. Brooks,” he says. “Have a seat.”

I sit.

He folds his hands. “Welcome to Riverside.”

“Thank you.”

He smiles. “Your references checked out. Your license is valid. We’re glad to have you.”

I nod.

He studies me. “You worked at St. Mary’s before?”

“Yes.”

“In the city.”

“Yes.”

He leans back. “Why leave?”

I keep my face still. “I needed a quieter place.”

He watches me. “This place isn’t quiet.”

“I know.”

He pauses. “Well. We won’t keep you. I just wanted to say hello.”

Relief washes through me, sharp and quick.

As I stand, he adds, “One more thing.”

I stop.

“We have a new doctor starting next week.”

My chest tightens. “Oh?”

“Yes. He’s filling in while Dr. Hale recovers.”

I nod. “That’s good.”

He smiles. “He comes highly recommended.”

I force my lips into a smile. “I’m sure.”

I leave the office with my heart beating too fast. The halls feel louder now. Brighter.

A new doctor. A stranger. Or maybe not.

I go back to work. I finish my shift. I smile when needed. I keep my head down.

As the sun dips low, I change out of my scrubs. I wash my hands longer than necessary. I stare at my reflection in the mirror. The face looking back could belong to anyone.

“Anna Brooks,” I whisper.

The name holds. For now.

I step outside. The air smells clean after a day inside. I breathe deep.

I tell myself this place is safe. I tell myself no one will follow me here. I tell myself the past stays buried if I don’t dig.

But as I walk to my car, the thought of that new doctor sits heavy in my chest.

Some people recognize patterns.

Some people remember faces.

I start the engine and drive away, hoping I still have time.
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Chapter 2 - The Doctor Who Came to Hide.
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I did not come to this place to save anyone.

That sounds wrong for a doctor to say, so let me put it another way. I did not come here to be a hero. I came here because I needed quiet. I needed work that stayed at work. I needed a town where my name did not echo down long halls.

The bus dropped me on the edge of the road just after sunrise. The driver did not ask why I was getting off there. No one ever does. The sign said the town name in chipped white paint. Someone had shot the letter A at some point. It hung crooked, like it wanted to fall but lacked the nerve.

I stood with my bag at my feet and watched the bus pull away. Dust followed it, then settled. The air smelled like dry grass and metal. Somewhere close, a bird made a sharp, annoyed sound.

This was far enough.

The hospital sat on a low rise, three buildings joined by covered walkways. No glass towers. No banners. No press office. Just brick walls baked pale by the sun. The windows were narrow and practical. Nothing wasted.

I liked that.

Inside, the lobby was quiet. Too quiet for a weekday morning. A fan clicked overhead. A hand-lettered sign pointed to Admissions. The floor tiles were clean but worn thin in the paths people used most.

A woman at the front desk looked up from a clipboard.

“You must be Dr. Hale,” she said.

I nodded. “That’s me.”

She smiled with her mouth, not her eyes. “We don’t get many new doctors. I’m Marge. HR will want you, but first you need a badge.”

She slid a form across the counter. I filled it out while she watched me, not rude, just curious. People in small towns look at strangers like that. They want to know what you will bring and what you might take.

When I handed the form back, she glanced at my name again. Her eyes lingered. I felt the old reflex, a tightening between my shoulders. I waited for the question.

She did not ask it.

Instead she said, “We’re short staffed today. Always are. You’ll meet the team at rounds.”

She clipped a badge to a lanyard and handed it to me. My name in black letters. Clean. Simple. Still mine.

I followed her down a hall that smelled like soap and old coffee. My shoes echoed. Every sound felt louder than it should.

“You’ll like it here,” Marge said. “If you like honest work.”

“I do,” I said.

That part was true.

I came here because I messed up.

Not a small mess. Not the kind that fades with time. The kind that sticks to your record and your sleep. The kind that turns your name into a problem.

I did not break the law. I did not harm a patient. I did not lie. None of that mattered in the end.

What mattered was that I spoke up.

Hospitals say they want that. They say they want truth and safety and open doors. They do, until the truth costs them money or status. Then the doors close fast.

I learned that the hard way.

The board review took months. They cleared me, but the damage stayed. Contracts dried up. Calls went unanswered. People who once smiled at me crossed the street or talked past me.

So when the offer came for a rural hospital, I took it without thinking too much. Six months to start. Maybe longer if it worked. No teaching rounds. No grant work. Just patients and charts and long days.

I told myself it was a reset.

The truth was simpler. I needed somewhere that did not know me.

Rounds took place in a narrow room off the ward. A whiteboard listed names and bed numbers. A tired man in scrubs leaned against the wall, arms crossed. Two nurses stood near the door. One of them was young, all energy and noise. The other stood a little apart.

The administrator did the talking. He ran through my file like a grocery list. Education. Past roles. Current license.

No one asked about the gap.

When he finished, he said, “You’ll be working close with our nursing staff. They keep this place running.”

The younger nurse smiled wide. “I’m Jess. You’ll hear my voice a lot.”

I smiled back.

The other nurse nodded once. “Lena,” she said.

Just Lena. No last name. Her voice was calm, flat. It should not have stood out. It did anyway.

I looked at her badge. It read Lena Ward, RN.

The name hit me in a strange way. Not like a memory. More like a pressure change. My head tilted before I could stop it.

She was not looking at me. Her eyes were on the board. Her hair was pulled back tight, no loose strands. She stood like someone used to making room for others.

I had the odd thought that she was braced for impact.

“That’s everyone,” the admin said. “Let’s get to it.”

We moved into the ward. Beds lined both sides. Curtains half drawn. Machines hummed and beeped in uneven rhythm. This was familiar ground. My shoulders eased a notch.

Jess talked fast as she walked. She filled the air with updates, complaints, jokes. I listened and nodded. When she paused, Lena stepped in. Her reports were clear and short. She used exact numbers. No fluff.

I liked that.

At one bed, an older man groaned as we approached. Lena adjusted his pillow before he could ask. He relaxed at once.

“Pain?” I asked.

“Less than before,” he said. “Thanks to her.”

He nodded at Lena. She did not smile. She checked his IV and moved on.

I watched her work as we went. She anticipated needs. She did not rush. She did not linger. She touched patients with care, not show.
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