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        “The mystery of human existence lies not in just staying alive, but in finding something to live for.”

      

      

      
        
        ― Fyodor Dostoyevsky

      

      

      

      
        
        “Hope is the thing with feathers that perches in the soul and sings the tune without the words and never stops at all.”

      

      

      
        
        – Emily Dickinson

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The buzz of the lunchtime rush filled the hospital cafeteria. Doctors, nurses and patient families flitted around the room with full trays looking for empty tables as those already seated swapped stories as they ate. 

      For the families of patients, this was a chance to take a quick break from the stress of bedside vigils. For the medical staff, it was a reprieve from a constant barrage of questions, problems that needed solving, and the mountain of paperwork that seemed to be overtaking their time with patients. Out of all of the spaces in the hospital, the cafeteria offered some stolen moments of respite.

       The hot topic of conversation for the day was the upcoming audit. It had been years since the hospital staff had been submitted to a full, formal audit, and no one was looking forward to it. Some of the staff were familiar with the process that could follow a difficult patient, or a procedure that had an unfortunate outcome. Lawyers might be called in, interviews conducted, depositions taken. 

      The conference rooms would be a hive of business suit activity, behind drawn blinds. For a few days, the staff of one department or another would walk on eggshells, with everyone holding their breath and having hushed conversations in quiet corridors and then it would all be over. Everyone would relax back into their regular routines, happy to still have their jobs; until the next unfortunate incident and the whole thing would start again in a different department.

       The audit would be like that, but with the dial turned up to ten. A full team was being brought in to conduct interviews with every member of the medical staff. All of their patient files and records over the past few years would be reviewed, they would be required to give their opinion of other members of their department, and their fitness to carry out their duties would be critically evaluated in a way they’d never struggled through before. To make matters worse, there would be no break from it; the whole hospital would be audited, all in one go.

      Whether they were talking about it or not, the audit was on everyone’s minds, and a group of nurses huddled together to talk about it;

      “Why do you think they’re doing it?” One of the younger nurses, a pretty girl of about twenty-five leaned in close to her friends. “Do you think someone filed a report or something?” 

      “Businesses are audited all the time.” An older woman with steely hair held captive in a strict bun, rolled her eyes. “Don’t be so dramatic.”

      “I’m not being dramatic. I’m just saying; there has to be a reason for this, right? Something must have kicked this off. What if one of the doctors screwed up?”

      Her older co-worker shot her a withering look, and the young nurse slouched back in her seat, folding her arms over her chest. “What? Maybe we’ve had a few too many complaints, they thought it would look good to have someone go over the place. You know, weed out the uh… the weaker members of staff.”

      “Maybe they’re coming to interview nurses who’d be all too happy to gossip about their co-workers,” the older woman said pointedly, sipping her coffee.

      “So why do you think they’re doing this then?” the younger woman snapped. “If you don’t think someone’s screwed up.”

      “I think this is a business. I think they want to run it as effectively as possible, and to do that, sometimes you have to trim the fat.” The older woman looked at her co-worker out of the corner of her eye, and cocked an eyebrow. “You know, to increase efficiency?”

      “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “No reason.” She looked away, smiling to herself as a young man joined the table. “Jason, what are you thinking about all of this?”

      “All of what?” He dropped into the seat across from them. “The audit team?”

      “Mm. Erika here thinks that she’s living in the middle of a whistleblower fantasy—we’ve killed off too many of our patients, and there’s a team coming to smoke out the murderers.”

      “I didn’t say that!” Erika protested, sitting up straighter. “But the doctors have to get a lot of complaints, right? Maybe they brought a team in because they think there’s more to it than that. Maybe they think there are more complaints that are being covered up. Don’t you think that’s a possibility?”

      “If the hospital was covering up malpractice, why would they have hired a company to dig into all our files, and interview us?” Jason asked, picking up a french fry from his plate and waving it around as he spoke. “You know, if you’re driving around with weed in the back of your car you’re not going to speed in front of a traffic cop, are you?” 

      The table fell silent for a moment as the other nurses peered at him suspiciously. Jason cleared his throat and looked down. “Hypothetically, I mean.”

      “Anyway,” The older nurse continued, narrowing her eyes at him momentarily. “It doesn’t matter why they’re doing the audit. The only thing that does matter is that it’s happening, and we need to be ready for the team when they get here. The last thing we need is to have those people turn around and say that the nurses aren’t organized enough, or that we don’t have all of our files where they’re supposed to be. If the nursing staff gets a bad report we’ll never get that pay rise.” 

      There was a murmur of agreement around the table at that, followed by a sombre moment of silence. Then, out of the corner of her eye, Erika saw a flash of white as a lab coat whipped past their table, and her eyes lit up as she leaned in again. The others around the table mimicked her as she peered across the room, tracking the doctor who had walked past them.

      “What?” Jason asked, stuffing another handful of food into his mouth.

      “What do you think they’ll make of her?” Erika whispered, pointing to the figure in the white coat who strode purposefully past their table, before weaving between the groups of gathered doctors until she finally found a spot on her own by the window. In unison, the group turned their heads to look at the lone woman, before huddling together again.

      “I mean her record’s got to be spotless, right?” Jason murmured.

      “Yeah, but it’s not just her record that they’re going to be looking at, is it? They have to make sure she can work and play nicely with others. And if there’s one person in here that can’t, it’s her. Besides, if they’re asking us all to snitch on each other⁠—”

      “They’re not asking us to snitch on⁠—” 

      “Whatever. If they’re asking us to give our ‘professional opinion’ on everyone else, who’s going to give her a glowing report? None of the nurses from Neuro like her, doctors think she’s an asshole and even the surgeons think she’s arrogant. She’s probably got more complaints from patients than the three of us combined! I mean seriously, she’s going to be screwed when it comes to⁠—”

      “Erika!” The older nurse cut across her sharply, and Erika shrank back in her seat with a sigh. “Stop it. Whether you like it or not, she’s a part of the hospital and she’s a good surgeon. You don’t need to go around spreading gossip about how much of a toxic, stuck up bitch she is.”

      There was a pause around the table while the older nurse sipped her coffee, and glanced in the solitary woman’s direction. “Even if it is true.”

      They all looked over towards the lone figure watching as she raised the sandwich to her mouth. Just as she was about to take her first bite, the chime of the intercom cracked into life. “Doctor Asquith to surgery, please.”

      The nurses watched as she let out a low groan, tilted her head up to the ceiling for a moment, and then stood up. She left her sandwich, untouched, on the tray, and pushed past a couple of doctors on her way to the doors. As she walked out of the cafeteria, the nurses exchanged knowing glances with each other before silently returning to their meal.
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      It had been a long day.

      It was always a long day, working at City General. But any day that ended with an emergency surgery certainly felt longer than most. As Meredith Asquith made her way out of the OR, disposing of blood-soaked gloves in the infectious waste unit, she let out a soft sigh of relief, and rolled her shoulders in a slow, languid stretch.

      “Thanks for the assist back there,” a voice called from inside the OR. She didn’t bother turning back to face them, instead she released an incoherent grunt and held up her hand in an attempt at a wave. It was all she could manage, given the day she’d had.

       Meredith made her way through the halls of the hospital, glancing out of windows as she passed them. The sun had already set, and the sky outside had melted into an inky navy hue. It must have been getting pretty late.

      So much for leaving early. Crossing one arm over her body, she grasped her elbow, stretching out the muscles. A late finish last night, followed by an early start meant that she hadn’t gone for a run. She was starting to get a little antsy, just like she always did when it had been a little too long since she’d gotten some exercise. It was like there was a little pot of nervous energy inside her, and someone was dialing the heat up; watching it bubble to the rim and threaten to overflow.

      If that stupid kid hadn’t been speeding on his motorcycle this afternoon, she’d probably be out on that run right now, rather than heading back to her office to finish up on paperwork she’d had to postpone. Hot-headed teenagers with high powered bikes were the bane of the state, in her opinion. The kids had too much money and not enough sense to be driving something that powerful. Today’s surgery was testament to that.

      He’d live, of course, and at the end of the day that was the most important thing. Stupidity wasn’t a death sentence after all. He’d need months of physical therapy and rehab. He’d likely never ride again, and he might end up living with a few cognitive problems, but he’d been wheeled into a recovery room rather than the morgue. And when all was said and done, even if she complained about being interrupted, that was what was important.

      Meredith made a right at the end of the hallway and unlocked her office door, before turning on the overhead light. It flickered and then came to life, illuminating the mess of paperwork she’d left behind. Patient files, along with progress records and consent forms dropped off by the nursing teams filled her desk. Three stacks loomed high, one of which looked dangerously close to toppling over.  

      All I want to do is go home. Her heavy sigh filled the room followed by the click of the door closing behind her. The low hum of noise from the rest of the hospital, and for a few moments, Meredith’s office was completely silent. Then, with a groan, she crossed the room, threw herself down in her chair, and eyed the piles of case files, demanding her attention.  

      The idea of a late night run in the park to clear her head and cool off had never appealed to her more, but she knew that wouldn’t be happening any time soon. No, instead she had paperwork to tend to, and if she left it, she would only have to come back to it in the morning. 

      Audits were coming up. 

      Meredith, like every doctor and surgeon, was about to have auditors peering over their shoulder and poking around in their personnel files to unearth malpractice lawsuits. If you were squeaky clean, you weren’t doing your job right but if you had complaints, well then there were just even more questions. You could be damned no matter what and that made everyone uneasy. Audits were a pain in the ass, and although she knew they were useful for some people, Meredith didn’t exactly see the point of scrutinizing everyone.

      Like I need some corporate asshole who faints at the sight of blood to tell me I’m a good doctor, she scoffed, tossing another patient file back onto the desk. Sure, there were some doctors in the hospital who had to have a lawyer on retainer given their likelihood of screwing up, and there were others who she suspected might have just bought their way through medical school, but she wasn’t one of them. Anyone could see that, and she didn’t need a whole goddamn audit to be sure of it.

      The worst part was that everyone was going to be on edge for the duration. Everyone was going to be extra careful, and careful translated to slow where most people were concerned. That meant every piece of paperwork would need to be double-checked to make sure there were no errors, and everyone was going to be asking for second and third opinions. All for an audit.

      The team hadn’t even set foot in the hospital yet and they were giving her a headache. They were due to arrive at the beginning of the next week, and in anticipation for that, every single doctor and surgeon had to have a complete summary of their patient files ready, just in case they were one of the chosen. Everything had to look perfect.

      Even if it wasn’t.
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      There were four days until the audit was due to begin, and the tension around the hospital was palpable. Meredith felt like she’d spent most of her day weaving between people who were chasing down lost paperwork or stressing over what would be facing them on Monday morning, rather than actually doing the work in front of them. 

      Her fears about how much the audit would interfere with the daily workings of the hospital hadn’t been unfounded and even though it hadn’t started yet, she wished the whole thing was already over.  She’d just finished surgery and headed to her office, still dressed in her scrubs. It was the end of another long day—not that any of them ever felt short—and even though she just wanted to head home and have a hot shower, she had a pile of patient correspondence to get through before she left.

      Thankfully it wouldn’t take too long which was mainly down to the wonder of Julie, the Neurological Department secretary.  Julie was a one woman miracle; she could  read the hieroglyphics of a surgeon’s handwriting, decipher the most obscure notes and juggle a host of unwieldy diaries all at the one time. Meredith was almost done when she heard a knock on the door to her office. Before she could even answer, the door swung open, and Phil Squires appeared.

      “Evening.”

      Meredith glanced up from the file for a moment, glaring at him. “You know you’re supposed to wait for me to tell you to come in, right? That’s usually how it works.”

      “Well, usually you don’t let me come in, do you?”

      “Ever thought there might be a reason for that?” Meredith muttered, turning back to her file. There were few people on the medical staff that she could tolerate, and Phil was one of them, but that didn’t necessarily make the two of them friends.

      He was a decent surgeon but that was just about the only redeeming quality he had, so outside of work Meredith tried her best to ignore him. He was a thin, balding man in his late forties who spent half his time flirting with the nurses, residents and families of patients; or any female with a pulse. And when he wasn’t fooling himself into believing he was Chris Hemsworth, he spent the rest of the time bragging about his sports car and sprawling suburban paradise. Sometimes he really stretched himself and did both simultaneously. 

      Meredith thought he was an ass, and he probably thought the same about her, but there was a degree of professional respect that they managed to extend to each other. That respect didn’t usually translate into Meredith inviting him into her office though.

      “What do you want, Phil?”

      “Melanie wants to see you.”

       “Oh really?” Meredith didn’t bother looking up from the file. “what does she want this time?”

      “She didn’t say.” Phil leaned against the door frame lazily, folding his arms. “She didn’t look happy, what have you done to piss her off this time?”

      “I don’t think I have to actively do anything to piss Melanie off.” She closed the file and tossed her pen onto the desk with a sigh. “I get the feeling my sparkling personality does that for me.”

      “Yeah, well she wants you in her office. Said if you were free now, you were just to pop up.” Phil glanced around Meredith’s office, and his gaze fell on the stack of files she’d piled up on the floor beside her desk. “Is that for the audit?” 

      “Sure is.” She grabbed her white coat from the back of her chair and swung it on. “I’m tired of hearing about the damned thing and it hasn’t even started.”

      “You’re telling me,” Phil gave her a wry smile. “I was hoping we’d get a pass and they’d just audit the Fellows and the Residents, but everyone’s getting the same treatment. It’s bullshit; all this time worrying about the damn thing, and we could be spending it looking after patients and who knows maybe even saving a few lives.” 

      “Mmh,” Meredith grunted, “You are preaching to the converted here. So did you have an audience with Melanie too?”

      “Yeah, although I’ll let her break the surprise to you. You are going to love it.”

      Meredith eyed him slowly. The smug look on his face suggested she wasn’t going to like whatever she was about to be told. Ushering Phil out of her office as she walked into the hallway, locking up behind her. “The quicker this is over the quicker I can head home for the day.”

      She walked off in the direction of the administrative wing without bothering to say goodbye to Phil, who still wore a disconcerting smile. Nestled between two meeting rooms, Melanie’s office looked out over the main hospital entrance, giving her a view of everyone who walked in and out. 

      The chief administrator’s secretary had already gone home for the day when Meredith made her way to the office, and her desk was left empty, except for the bowl of complimentary mints she offered to anyone who passed by. Meredith dipped her hand into the dish, picked a mint out, unwrapped it and popped it into her mouth before knocking on the door to Melanie’s office.

      “Come in.” Melanie called from the other side.

      Meredith opened the door and poked her head in. Melanie Saunders was alone, seated behind her desk with piles of paperwork around her. At the sound of the door opening, she looked up to see who was there.

      “Evening,” Meredith closed the door behind her. “What did you need me for?”

      “Meredith, good. I was worried you’d already left for the day.” She smiled, and raised her hand to beckon Meredith over with a friendly wave. “Why don’t you have a seat?”

      She would rather have not. She hated conversations with Melanie; she reminded Meredith of every teacher she’d hated in high school. She had a simpering falsetto voice that sounded just a little too high to be real, and no matter who she was speaking to, she always seemed to manage to talk down to them. She also had a bad habit of prying into the personal lives of the other members of staff, in faux concern, but it was all so insincere. Mix that with that godawful women’s suits she wore, in every pastel shade imaginable and it was fair to say she didn’t feature highly on Meredith’s Christmas card list. But then again nobody did.

       “Do I have to?” Meredith eyed the seat with a frown.

      “Please.” Melanie pointed to the chair in front of her, a little more insistently this time. “Take a seat. I want to talk to you about the audit.”

      Of course, the fucking audit.

      “You want to talk to me?” Meredith sat, folding one long leg over the other. “You think I’m going to be your biggest concern here? What about Adams, he nearly lobotomized that cyclist last year. Or Denner, refusing to admit her patient was dying of cancer and pushing ahead with the surgery anyway? Or-“

      “This might surprise you, Meredith,” Melanie interrupted her with a thin smile. “But I’m actually aware of the histories of every doctor who works for me, including  Adams and Denner. Their patient histories shouldn’t concern you.”

      “Fine,” It was probably for the best that she dropped it. It wasn’t worth dragging this conversation on for any longer than absolutely necessary. “What do you want to talk about? I’m already looking at my patient files, so don’t worry. The bureaucratic wheels will continue to turn for another day.”

      “Do you have any idea of why we have our doctors audited, Meredith?”

      “So we don’t kill people?” Meredith shrugged. “I mean I assume. That’s a big part of the job.”

      “It’s important that doctors are able to perform their jobs to the best of their ability at all times. Part of that involves psychological evaluations from a team of unbiased individuals, who can help to give the hospital a profile of the best doctors. And, of course, of the worst.”

      A long silence followed Melanie’s words, and she folded one perfectly manicured hand over the other, shooting Meredith a pointed look.

      A hush filled the room.

      “I hope you’re not lumping me into the second category,” she said finally. Melanie raised an eyebrow and smiled again, but it was that same thin, cold smile as before.

      “The hospital and indeed the audit won’t be making their judgements on statistics. Your mental fitness to carry on doing the job also comes into play. The board wants to make sure we keep the best surgeons and that doesn’t just mean a steady hand holding a scalpel.”

      There was another long silence, even heavier than the first. Meredith cocked her head to one side, looking across the desk at her boss. “So should I consider this conversation some kind of friendly warning?” 

      “I’m just letting you know how important this audit is. Well that and the fact that the  board has decided that the neurosurgical team undergo psychological interviews. Every member of the surgical team will be receiving a report based on a series of interviews and evaluations the team are conducting, and that report will become a large part of your employee file, and an important factor in your position here.” Melanie had dropped the pretense now; it was obvious she was just speaking directly to Meredith. “I don’t just judge my doctors by their skills in the OR, Meredith.”

      Meredith clicked her tongue and leaned forwards so that her elbows rested on the desk. “What would you rather have, a doctor who plays nice with everyone, or a doctor who gets results?”

      “You know it isn’t impossible to have both, right?”

      “Maybe it isn’t. But you know as well as I do that there are far too many doctors in this place who care about how much other people like them, and don’t care enough about patient care. I don’t really think you need another one. We both know how that ends up for the family.”

      Melanie opened her mouth to respond, but couldn’t come up with anything and fell silent instead, looking uncomfortable. She shifted around in her seat, avoiding Meredith’s gaze for a moment before speaking again. “Everyone has to go through the audit process Meredith. I’m just making you aware of what’s coming.”

      “Thanks for the heads up.” She stood up with a sigh. “Can I get back to my job now?”

      Melanie pursed her lips for a moment, but she swallowed whatever comment had been on the tip of her tongue, and waved Meredith away instead. “Sure. Thanks for the chat. Close the door on the way out.”

      “Any time.” Meredith smiled but made little effort to hide her contempt. The next few months were not going to be fun.
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      Emily was a long way from California.

      It was one of the things she liked the most about her job. A lot of her friends hated the idea of traveling from work, and were more than happy to take the same route to work every day, staring at the same scenery out of the window as they got stuck in traffic. They liked routine, they liked familiarity.

      Routine got boring though, for Emily at least.

      When she’d graduated from the college she’d attended halfway across the country, her mom had been ecstatic. Psychology wasn’t a profession known for a nomad lifestyle, and she’d probably figured that her daughter would settle down, work within a practice, and then one day open up her own. In other words, she would stay in California. 

      For a couple of years, Emily had done just that. She’d worked at a breezy ocean-view office, listening to rich middle-aged men complain about their new young wives, and talk about how unfair the world could be. She listened, she nodded along, she offered solutions that would never actually be followed through on. And then she’d do it all over again with another client, and then another. And then, eventually, she got bored of the whole thing, and she’d looked for something new. 

      That was how she found herself at Wells Consulting Agency, thousands of miles from California, her mom, and her friends. She was heading to a hospital on the east coast with the rest of the team, ready to get to work auditing their surgical staff.

      It would be a long job. They were going to be working at the hospital for a few months, taking time to build up a detailed report of every member of staff, so as compensation for being away from home for so long, the company had put them up in condos around the city. Emily was sharing her condo with Angela, a data consultant in her late forties. 

      They’d arrived that morning with their luggage, and set about making the place feel a little more like a home instead of the sterile showroom it appeared. The condo came fully furnished, which was good, but everything just felt so… generic. They had shared a condo on a few previous assignments so they quickly fell into a pattern of making the place feel a bit more welcoming; books on the coffee table, their own mugs and Angela even brought framed photos of her family which she placed around the place.  

      “At least it feels like people are actually living here now.” Angela joked, once they’d stepped back to appreciate their handiwork that night. “It doesn’t feel like a hotel anymore.”

      Emily nodded slowly, although to be honest, she wouldn’t have really minded if they had just been put up in a hotel. The chances were, she wouldn’t be spending a whole lot of time in the condo, and even when she was there, she’d be glued to her laptop. She’d already seen the list of medical staff that they were going to have to make their way through, and she knew she was going to have her work cut out.

      Angela clearly knew that too, because she was all too happy to spend the evening just relaxing in front of the TV, letting some crappy reality show wash over them while they ate takeout. It would be one of the few evenings they would have left where they weren’t also up to their eyeballs in paperwork and data.

      The audit wasn’t supposed to officially begin until Monday morning, but when they landed on the Thursday morning in an unfamiliar city with nothing but time on their hands, it only made sense that they would start getting ahead with their work.

      Emily headed to the hospital on Friday morning. She’d already been told that an office had been prepared for the team in the administrative wing, so she figured it would be a good idea to find it and familiarize herself. There was going to be a lot that she needed to prepare for, after all.

      With a latte from the hospital cafeteria in hand, Emily made her way through the halls to the office  that had been set up for her. It wasn’t very impressive, just a box with a few tables squashed together, and a handful of tiny windows that let a little sunlight in. Obviously this wasn’t where the hospital’s massive budget had gone.

      Emily unlocked the door and flipped the light on, wandering around the desks. A few were already organized, likely by team members who had already arrived in the city with the same train of thought as her. Some even had their desks set up with pen pots, their own hardback folders and even a few personal items, but the rest were just a mess of documents.

      She found a desk towards the back of the room stacked high with boxes, and on top of it, she found a scribbled piece of paper with her name on. These three boxes of files were hers to work through, and if her last few jobs were anything to go by, they wouldn’t be the last she would see.

      The hospital staff had already been notified of their arrival in advance, so they’d taken the time to  put together some preliminary information for the team. Some of her co-workers had spreadsheets and timecards to look at, others had detailed notes on surgeries that they had to make sense of. Emily’s specialty was psychological profiling, and so she had pages and pages of personal information to leaf through.

      “No rest for the wicked,” she murmured to herself, setting her coffee cup down on the desk before she dumped the boxes on the floor. Once she was settled in her lumpy office chair—probably discarded from someone’s office after they’d upgraded to something with padding— she pushed the lid off the first box, picked out the top file, and started reading.

      Emily knew just how guarded doctors and surgeons could be over their privacy. They made for notoriously bad patients, and nowhere was that more true than when it came to their psychology. Emily had heard of doctors yelling at members of their team, storming out of meetings, and even once they had threatened to have a psychiatrist thrown out of the hospital because they didn’t like the questions. 

      It was something she had been told when she’d first started working with the consultancy. They’d explained to her in no uncertain terms that the audit team would be unpopular from the moment they arrived, and it was just all well they weren’t there to win friends. It was something she’d just understood to be part of her job, and although it could be frustrating, it was just something they all had to deal with.

      City General would be no different, and she knew if she was going to make any progress, she was going to need to know more about who she was up against. Once the workload was divided up between the team, Emily got started reading up on each of the staff members she would be reporting on. 

      Surgeons tended to be the worst to audit. It was probably something to do with the power trip they had in the OR—they held people’s lives in their hands, and that made a serious impact on their psyche. It was no secret that surgeons tended to be arrogant assholes, and they didn’t exactly enjoy it when an audit team poked around inside their head, questioning their every move.

      Most of the medical staff she would be reporting on were specialist surgeons – three neurosurgeons, four members of the cardiothoracic team, and a couple of plastic surgeons. In the past, she’d realized that the more senior a doctor was, the more likely they were to be difficult. Nurses  seemed to understand the process for the most part, junior doctors were almost apologetic when they were questioned, but surgeons nearly always behaved like the whole thing was beneath them.

      Specialists like the ones she would be handling were probably going to be particularly hard to talk to. They’d climbed the ranks at the hospital, dragged themselves through the years of training to get to where they were, and they probably thought that they were too smart to be questioned.

      They weren’t, and they were going to find that out.

      Emily spent most of her morning leafing through thin manilla folders, trying to get a vague sense of the people she would be interviewing. It was interesting to see why some doctors had been slapped with complaints, and to see where some of them had been praised in turn. The more she found out now, the easier the hunt would be. 

      There was one particular file that grabbed her attention as she made her way through the boxes. It belonged to one of the Neurosurgeons, Dr. Meredith Asquith. When Emily pulled it from the box, she saw a purple sticky note shaped like a leaf, that someone had attached to the front. There were only two words written on it; Good luck.

      “Good luck?” she read out loud with a small smile. “That’s not ominous at all.”

      She wasn’t sure why this doctor in particular had come with a hazard label attached, not at first. At first glance, she just seemed like the rest of the people Emily would be talking to. She was accomplished, she had come with good recommendations. There was nothing to indicate that she would be particularly troublesome. 

      And then, Emily turned the page to see a list of complaints that had been lodged against Doctor Asquith, from patients, family members and medical staff alike. Most doctors had a few complaints made against them over the years, but even for someone with as much experience as Meredith, it was a long list.

      Most of the complaints against her told the same story. She was rude, she was abrasive. She didn’t take criticism well, but she was more than happy to dish it out to anyone she worked with. Apparently she’d even struggled with an ill-fated team-building exercise the hospital administration had pushed at one point. 

      Doctor Asquith questioned the validity of my Medical Degree in front of a patient family when I disagreed with her findings. It later turned out that I was incorrect, and Doctor Asquith was correct, and she used this to excuse her behavior. However, I believe it was wholly inappropriate of her to behave in this way in front of patient families, and undermine my authority.

      That was one comment, and it didn’t exactly paint Meredith in a favorable light.

      Doctor Asquith was rude and blunt when talking to my wife about her operation. My wife was very nervous before the operation, and she was worried about the complications and long term effects that it might have. Doctor Asquith didn’t offer her any comfort or reassurance before the operation, and probably made her feel more nervous.

       That was a second comment, from a family member this time. The complaints continued like that, down the page in a long list. She had a terrible bedside manner. She seemed “desperate to leave the room once she had my consent form.” She “refuses to treat other doctors as equals in the OR, and sees them as assistants.”

       The more she read, the more Emily realized that Meredith was certainly going to be challenging but equally she could prove to be interesting. If she didn’t care about the opinions of the other doctors on the staff with her, how was she going to respond to Emily’s presence?

      She looked down at the sticky note, at the two words of warning someone had very kindly left for her. Good luck. Perhaps she would need it.
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