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The straining air conditioner barely managed to keep the temperature inside Charlie’s a tad cooler than the August heat outside. At ten minutes after midnight, the thermometer registered ninety-one. The humid air hung heavy. Rain would be welcome but none had been predicted.

Laura Bancroft paused inside the door of the bar area of the restaurant. She walked to the large booth at the rear of the narrow room. For a moment she wondered why she had come. Her hectic schedule as an evening nurse, being a single mother, and in school working on an advanced degree made joining her colleagues a seldom event. Tonight she’d needed the company of her friends since her daughter was visiting her grandparents.

Several nurses waved and slid along the curved bench of the large booth. Doug, seated at the end kissed her cheek. “Glad you decided to come.”

Laura leaned against the padded back of the booth. “I’m free tonight. Stacey is away for the weekend and Dad invited friends over for cards.”

His hands covered hers. “Then you’re free tomorrow. So am I. Come home with me.”

Laura sighed. Should she? She liked him. For several months they’d dated. They shared classes at the university as they both worked toward a Master’s degree. Her hands tightened. Lately she’d felt uncomfortable and moving beyond friendship seemed impossible.

Before she refused, the waitress arrived with a tray of full glasses. “The one with the straw is the soda.”

Laura took that glass. “Thanks for remembering.”

“You seldom indulge in alcoholic beverages.” Doug turned his beer mug in circles.

Exhaustion swept through Laure’s body. She bent her head and sipped the cola, savoring the taste and the coolness on her dry throat. She listened to the gossip sweeping around the table.

“So I said,” she heard one of the nurses say, “doesn’t an elevated temp happening three days after surgery mean something’s brewing.” She groaned. “This is the third pending infection for Blunder Doc this month.”

“And it’s only August 6th,” another nurse said. “Give him a chance to better his record.”

“Guess what Princess Doc said this afternoon. ‘Don’t call me. Call the service and someone will get back to you. I have a busy evening.’”

“She must have tickets to the opera”, Laura mumbled.

A nurse with graying hair Laura had never seen before leaned forward. “Seems things here aren’t much different from the last place I worked.” She unfolded a piece of paper. “Months ago I read this article. ‘Five to ten percent of the nation’s doctors are so impaired or incompetent they cannot and should not practice medicine.’”

A blast of chill air sent shivers along Laura’s spine. Mentally she listed the doctors at Bradley Memorial who fit that description. “I think the numbers are too low unless there are four or five hundred doctors on staff.”

“Maybe we have them all,” someone whispered.

Laura frowned. The clipped voice belonged to one of the evening supervisors. What was Edith doing here? How often did someone from administration socialize with staff nurses? The older woman sat next to the young blonde who had just completed her month-long orientation.

“Something should be done,” someone said.

Laura scanned her companions. Who had spoken? “What can we do?” Her question joined the chorus.

“There’s more.” The supervisor moved the globed candle closer. For an instant the flickering flame changed her round smiling face into a grotesque mask. “Only a doctor can determine if another doctor is incompetent.”

“Wrong,” the gray-haired nurse said. “Nurses can act.”

“Sure.” Skepticism colored the speaker’s voice. “We all know how they avoid and close their ranks around the incompetent. They’re afraid of what they might find.”

“And if any of the doctors agree with us they’re black-listed.”

“So, what can we do?” Laura’s question halted the buzz of conversation.

“Nothing.” Doug said. “Look at what happened to Alice when she complained about Blunder Doc. She lost her job. While this isn’t always a fun job, it pays the bills.”

A second woman slapped the table. “He’s right. The doctors will continue with business as usual.”

How right they were. Laura drew a deep breath. For more than twenty years, Dr. John Moore had been a sloppy surgeon. Her nails dug into her palms. The infection he had caused when he’d operated on her mother had killed her. Laura had been forced to face her teenage years motherless. How many times had a similar scenario been repeated because of him?

The gray-haired nurse rested her elbows on the table. “Who says we have to work alone? I’ll tell you what the nurses at the last hospital where I worked did.” She lowered her voice to a near whisper. “They formed a committee.”

Doug laughed. “We could do the same and call ourselves the Committee of Angels.”

Born that hot August night, the Committee began collecting data and investigating the doctors at Bradley Memorial Hospital. During the following days and months, though few of the members knew, letters were sent to a select group of physicians on staff.

Dear Doctor, 

Five to ten percent of the nation’s doctors are unfit to practice medicine, We have determined you are one of them. A reckoning is due. You are being watched.

The Committee of Angels.
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Laura scurried down the hospital corridor, feeling like the White Rabbit,. She’d punched her time card at three minutes to three. Still she was late reaching the unit. The skirt of her white uniform swished to emphasize her murmured words. Moments later she entered the open nurses’ station on Five North. She slid into a chair beside a scowling day nurse. “Sorry, it’s been one of those days.”

A smile softened the other woman’s glare. “Been one here too. At least you’re fully staffed. We were down one.”

“Not unusual.” Laura placed a report sheet beneath the clasp of a clipboard. As the day nurse spoke, Laura jotted notes on the first seven patients in her district. Two post-ops were stable, an elderly woman waited nursing home placement, one asthmatic, two cardiac patients and a thirty-year-old in traction for back pain.

The first nurse finished and a second took her place to report on seven more. Laura noticed the sour expression on Betty’s face and wondered what the woman had left undone.

”Mr. Murphy. Diabetes still out of control. Covered with twenty units of insulin at eight and twelve.”

“Did Dr. Panzoni order any new tests?”

Betty pushed strands of graying hair that had escaped from the bun at her nape. “What do you think?”

“Did you remind him about the note I left on the chart about the fracture of his lower left leg? Since the injury had an open wound reaching the bone, osteomyelitis might have developed.”

“Do you really think that’s responsible for his problems? Not a chance. His family dotes on him. I'm sure they’re smuggling in food and drink."

Laura shook her head. “They’re too concerned to do that. Talk to the doctor. He seldom comes in during the evening.”

Betty snorted. “What doctor would listen to a nurse?”

Laura bit her tongue. “He might.”

“Then you stick your neck out. I’m not.” She flipped the pages of the district book. “Mr. Jackson is nothing by mouth after midnight. He’s scheduled for a bowel resection and colostomy tomorrow. You’ll need to do the pre-op teaching. I didn’t have enough time.”

Laura’s pen gouged a hole in the report sheet. “Surgery. You’re joking. How did Moore persuade him to sign the consent?”

“He didn’t.”

“Then how was the surgery scheduled?”

“Dr. Moore called the son and got a phone consent. Duly witnessed by two nurses.”

“Why?” Laura shook her head. Why ask for an explanation? Betty followed a doctor’s orders as if they were dictates from on high. Had Mr. Jackson been informed about the coming operation or had Betty left that for the evening shift? How could she tell the eighty- year-old man about the coming indignity? She listened to the rest of the report, including that she needed to do the pre-op teaching and explain about the surgery, in silence.

A cluster of day nurses and her two evening colleagues gathered around the unit secretary’s desk. Laura grabbed the medication book for her patients and headed to the closed med room at the rear of the station.

“He’s a hunk.” Hope Carlisle’s husky voice rose above the others. “I literally ran into him as I was coming on duty. Tall, ash blond hair. A body and face to drool over. Wonder if he’s related.”

The click of the med room door cut off the rest of Hope’s words. Laura chuckled. July again and the arrival of several new additions to the physicians’ staff and Hope’s harem. The thought of a male harem made her chuckle. The young blonde tried to attract every doctor but the females.

By the time Laura had her cart set up for the evening, the day shift had left. She sat on a chair at the desk and opened the computer to check the lab results on her fourteen patients. Betty hadn’t mentioned any of them during the report.

The spicy aroma of an aftershave told her who approached. Doug Hastings sat on the chair next to hers. She turned to the dark-haired nurse. His lazy smile animated his face. A year ago that smile would have raised a rush of anticipation. “You tired? Your dad? Stacey?”

“Both are fine. My late start came from dawdling in the garden.”

He rested a hand on her arm. “How about dinner and a movie tomorrow night? You haven’t had a night out for months.”

A frown wrinkled her forehead. Why the invitation? He hadn’t asked her out for weeks. She’d thought he and Hope were a couple. Had something changed? “Call me in the morning. Stacey’s doing an acting workshop tomorrow evening and I need to be sure she has a ride.” 

“I’ll call.” He pushed his chair back. “I hope she appreciates all you give up for her.”

Laura held back an angry remark. Her need to be mother and father to her daughter always upset him. She knew he hated being less than first and this attitude was an important reason for not making a commitment. For an instant she wished she could offer more than friendship.

“Committee meeting this evening.”

“Where?”

“Edith’s.”

Laura sighed. Though the Committee had met formally for almost a year, recently she’d decided they hadn’t accomplished anything since the early days. “I’ll skip tonight.”

His smile failed to reach his dark eyes. “Lately you’ve missed most of the meetings.”

She rose. “Doesn’t make sense to gather one evening a week and rehash the same things. Nothing has happened for ages.”

“Believe me things are happening. I think you should make an effort to be there.”

Some quality of his voice troubled her. Was this a veiled warning? She picked up a plastic pouch containing an antibiotic due at four. “I’ll let you know later. Time to get to work.”

He tapped her chin with his knuckles. “Makes two of us. See you later.”

After hanging the antibiotic, Laura stopped at the unit clerk’s desk. “Has the tech been here to take Mr. Murphy’s blood?”

“Yes.”

Laura opened the computer and found the latest results. Twenty units again. She pushed the cart to his room and prepared the dose. She glanced at the notes and saw Betty hadn’t mentioned the old compound fracture. Perhaps she should call the doctor’s service and leave a message.

When she carried the syringe on a small tray she saw the diet cart reach the end of the hall. She hurried to Mr. Murphy’s room. The green curtains were drawn between the beds. Paddy waved. 

Laura set the tray on his overbed table. “How are you this evening?”

“Why the frown, me darlin’? You look like someone dropped all God’s problems on your head.”

“Maybe they have.”

He grinned. “Would you be havin’ a wee drop for a thirsty man?”

“A wee drop of insulin is all you’re having.” Laura winked. If a leprechaun came to life he would wear Paddy’s face. She swabbed an area on his right arm and injected the insulin.

“Praise the saints. Never felt a thing. Will I be havin’ another wee drop after the vampire comes tonight?”

”Could be. Have you talked to your doctor about the broken ankle and foot you told me about?”

“He’s too busy a man to be botherin’ with my ramblin’s.”

“Wrong. Promise. Tomorrow.”

“I’ll be doin’ my best to remember.”

A dietary aide carried a tray into the room. “Mr. Murphy.”

“Here,” he said.

Laura patted his hand. “Now if you’re not wantin’ anything, I’ll see to Mr. Jackson.”

Paddy’s laughter rang. “Sure and I’ll be turnin’ you into a colleen yet.”

Laura stepped around the curtain to the second bed. “Mr. Jackson, dinner.”

The elderly man blinked. His dark eyes focused on her face with the stare of a traveler in a foreign land. A frown wrinkled his dark forehead. He glanced at the assortment of liquids. “I suppose this is to prepare me for another test I don’t want.”

Laura drew a deep breath. “Didn’t Dr. Moore tell you that you’re scheduled for surgery tomorrow morning?”

“Who tells me anything? Man talked about something. Waved a piece of paper in my face. A consent he called it. Wanted me to sign, I said no. Not having someone cutting away parts of my body. Not happening.”

Laura touched his hand. “Your son gave a verbal consent.”

“Fool boy would agree to anything. Hasn’t listened to me since he was a teen. Get my clothes. I’m going home.”

Laura clasped his hands. “I can’t let you do that. Call your son and make sure he visits you this evening.”

“He does every evening. Why can’t they let me be? Can’t you do something?”

Laura wished she could do something. Mr. Jackson was well aware of the abdominal mass. Though she believed surgery was needed, the decision was his to make. Had Moore given a detailed explanation? She sighed. “I’ll be back later and we’ll talk about what’s happening.”

“You’re the only one who thinks I have a brain and not marbles rattling in my head.”

“Thank you.” Laura left the room. She paused at the desk and leaned against the counter. She felt as if she were treading water, just waiting for a wave to engulf her. Paddy’s diabetes was still out of control. Mr. Jackson was scheduled for surgery he didn’t consent to have. Both men were old but not senile. They could make their own decisions.

She stepped away from the desk. Maybe she should attend the Committee meeting and push her colleagues to act. She finished rounds on the fourteen patients. She needed a break to decide what to do. She stepped into the lounge. Time to take a stand.

* * *
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DOUG NOTICED LAURA’S taut posture. She pushed the cart past the nurses’ station. Her scowl made him wonder what had upset her. She looked ready to wrestle a grizzly bear. Usually she operated from a calm center. In the three years they’d been co-workers he’d seen her explode twice. Both times had been to protect patients. Once had been against a nurse and she’d won. The second time had been with a doctor and she had faced three months of probation.

He pushed his chair back and turned to the unit clerk. “I’ll take my dinner break now.”

Hope sauntered to his side. “Still pitching, Dougie. Thought your affair ended months ago.”

“Hardly an affair.” Her comment annoyed him. “Friendship doesn’t end when two people stop dating.”

The blonde’s husky laughter followed him as he strode away. “I can you buy being her friend. That’s fine with me but remember you’re mine until I decide you’re not.”

Doug turned. “Me and five or six others. You’re greedy.”

Hope undulated from the chair. “Why don’t I show you how special you are after tonight’s meeting.”

Doug arched an eyebrow. “We’ll see.”

“You can be sure she won’t give you what I will.”

He paused with a hand on the lounge door. If Laura had offered more than friendship he could resist Hope’s seductive body with a smile. For nearly a year he and Laura had dated and that’s as far as they progressed.

He pushed open the lounge door. Laura stood in the middle of the room with her fisted hands at her sides. Her mouth opened in a silent scream.

“Are things that bad?” he asked.

“Worse.” Her hazel eyes filled with tears.

“What is it this time?”

She raked her fingers through her short brown hair. “Doctors. Nurses.”

“Tell me.”

“Betty for one. She
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