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Chapter 1

Two Hours and a Kinder

Nobody tells you that the shortest distances on the Côte d'Azur are the longest drives of your life.

Five minutes, the map said. Five minutes. The map is a liar and a coward. What the map declined to mention was the scooter doing thirty in front of me, piloted by a man with the serene confidence of someone who has never once contemplated his own mortality; the delivery van parked at an angle that can only be described as a cry for help; and a roundabout the locals treat not as an intersection but as an open philosophical question. I arrived with ninety seconds to spare, which on the Riviera makes me practically an overachiever.

I'd explain how I ended up here, except that's the one thing I'm contractually — emotionally — forbidden to explain to anyone.

The cabinet belongs to Dr. Derek Shepherd. Silver at the temples in a way that should require a permit. The kind of man who walks into a room and the barometric pressure adjusts to accommodate his opinion of himself. Patients either worship him or quietly fantasize about leaving a Google review; there is no middle. Is he an exceptional doctor? Genuinely, yes. Annoyingly, yes. Is he also, on a human level, a piece of work? Absolutely.

For the next two weeks I am simply The Intern. The blonde one. The new girl at the desk.

His wife runs the front of house — Meredith, warm and unflappable, the human shock-absorber for an operation whose single most difficult patient is the man she married. She met me at the door that first morning and walked me through the place like she was letting me in on a secret she'd kept for years.

And what a place. I'd braced for the institutional despair I knew from the hospital — the strip lighting, the smell of antiseptic fighting a losing war against the general public. Instead: a waiting room you could shoot for a magazine. Cool air moving through it like the building itself was exhaling. Real chairs. Southern light. Bathrooms so clean I actually inspected them, because I am my mother's daughter and that is a love language. After two months in a public hospital, walking in here was like leaving a mosh pit and stepping into a spa.

My office was mine. I sat down and Meredith taught me the morning's first sacred rite: the calls.

In Dr. Shepherd's kingdom, you see, an appointment is a blood oath. You book the slot, you honor the slot — or you call. What you do not do, what is in fact a sin against God and scheduling, is simply fail to materialize, leaving a hole in the day some other suffering soul would have killed for. So every morning I worked the phones, confirming the day's pilgrims one by one — a gentle interrogation in the costume of a courtesy. Just confirming you're still joining us at eleven! Half of them sounded genuinely ambushed at being held responsible for their own choices. I won't lie to you: I loved it a little.

And then. Lunch.

I need you to sit down for this. At the hospital, lunch was folklore. Thirty minutes if you were lucky, eaten standing up, vertical, between disasters. Here, Dr. Shepherd closes the entire cabinet for two hours. Two. I sat in the sudden cathedral silence of my own office and did the arithmetic and arrived at a figure so obscene I nearly wept: I had time to nap. In the middle of the workday. Like a Roman.

I ate what I always eat on the clock, which is functionally nothing — an apple and a Kinder, because a full stomach makes me dim and I refuse to be dim while being paid. Then I sat in the cool and the quiet and felt something dangerously close to peace.

It didn't last. Peace never does. That's what the afternoon is for.

Around five, the phone rang and delivered unto me my first true believer.

A man. His daughter was sick, he announced, and he required her to be seen immediately. I said I'd be thrilled to help — what were her symptoms, and would Thursday work, that being our first free slot?

Thursday was perfect, he said. He'd take Thursday. There was just one tiny thing. He needed the doctor to write a certificate stating his daughter had been ill on Monday. Today. The day the doctor would, to be clear, not be seeing her.

I explained — deploying the patience I keep in a locked cabinet for exactly these emergencies — that this is not how time functions. If Dr. Shepherd doesn't examine her today, the certificate starts the day he does. We don't issue documents about events we didn't witness. That's not medicine. That's creative writing, and I should know.

He detonated.

Who ARE you. You're being so bossy. Put the doctor on. This is MY doctor, I've come here for years, I don't know who you think you are — a full aria, three acts, of wounded male entitlement, while I held the phone away from my ear and bit the inside of my cheek. Because it was funny. This man needed, in roughly equal doses, a sedative and a doctor of his very own. He hung up mid-high-note.

I went and reported the whole thing to Dr. Shepherd, bracing — some small, idiotic corner of me bracing — for him to side with the patient. With the years. With the man who pays the invoice.

He didn't even look up. "You did exactly right," he said. "I don't do that. This isn't emergency care."

And I felt that land somewhere I'd really prefer it hadn't.

Fifteen minutes later, the door buzzed. It was him. The father. With the daughter — the very child he allegedly could not produce before Thursday, now standing in our beautiful cool waiting room looking like she wanted the floor to open and take her. A patient had no-showed (the irony, chef's kiss), so Dr. Shepherd took them. But not before standing in the middle of his own waiting room and informing a grown man, evenly: "Don't ever speak to my staff like that again. She was doing her job. You'll respect her."

Then he turned to me, and the ego briefly set — fast and without apology, the way the sun does here. "I think there was a misunderstanding earlier," he said. "That's not what I meant."

Yes, I thought, with the full inheritance of exasperated affection belonging to someone who has known this man a long time and cannot say so out loud. You're absolutely right. You silly, magnificent disaster of a man.

I stayed till six. Drove the long five minutes home. And lay in bed realizing I'd known this man my whole life — but today, for the first time, I'd watched him be a doctor, and discovered I'd defend his ridiculous little kingdom as fiercely as he does.

Day one. Ten to go. God help us all.


Chapter 2

Who's the Blonde?

I live five minutes from the cabinet. I want that on the record, notarized, because by the end of this chapter you will not believe me.

Five minutes — in theory. In practice, the Côte d'Azur has a way of stretching five minutes into a hostage situation. I left with what any reasonable person would consider an absurd cushion of time and still spent the entire drive convinced I'd be late, because the roads here are not roads so much as suggestions, threaded between walls built by people who clearly never anticipated the automobile and would have objected to it on aesthetic grounds. I arrived exactly on time, heart going like a hummingbird, and walked in composed, serene, the picture of a woman who absolutely did not just whisper a prayer at a stop sign.

Inside, the day opened sweetly. Dr. Shepherd was in a good mood, which at this practice functions as a weather system the entire staff monitors closely. Meredith was her usual self — kind, nurturing, holding six things at once and making it look like none. My job, as far as I can tell, is to exist in the narrow corridor of air between the two of them, ricocheting from his demands to her instructions like a very well-dressed pinball. I'm getting good at it.

I did my calls. I welcomed the patients. And it was during the welcoming that I encountered, for the first of many times, The Question.

Who's the blonde?

Not to my face, naturally. The French are far too elegant for that. It travels — a murmur in the waiting room, an eyebrow, a stage whisper between two women who assume the new girl doesn't speak the language of side-eye. Who is she? What's she doing here? She's new. Some of them were openly delighted by me, which I'll take. And not one of them got the truth, because the truth is the one thing I cannot give them. For privacy, I'd say lightly, deflecting, I'm just helping out. What I did not say: what the man behind the door actually is to me, what the woman beside me actually is to me, that I am hiding in plain sight in a kingdom I have every reason to know intimately, like a minor royal in witness protection. Just helping out. The understatement of the decade.

And then the day did what this place does — it stopped being charming and got serious, fast.

The phone rang. A woman, already in pieces, demanded I produce some document — immediately — that would send her to a private hospital. I told her, gently, that the thing to do was call emergency services directly. She said they wouldn't come for her. So I called them myself.

And here is where the morning tilted. Because the emergency line listened, asked their questions, and told me, plainly, that this woman's situation did not require a private hospital and a convenient piece of paper. It required the psychiatric unit. Directly.

I called her back to relay this as kindly as a person can possibly relay such a thing — and she came at me. Full volume, full fury, the works. I stayed calm. I have learned, in two short days, that calm is the only currency that holds its value in this building. You do not match their pitch. You become the still thing they're shouting at, and eventually the shouting runs out of

















Chapter 3

The Labubu Miracle























Chapter 4

A Suspiciously Normal Day

















Chapter 5

The Weight of a Signature















Chapter 6

The Man Who Knows Everything


















Chapter 7

Help Them or Count Them?























Chapter 8

The Boat














Chapter 9

You Should Stay


















Chapter 10

The Gate Is Kindness
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