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The Grind    Chapter 1


[image: ]




I hit the snooze button three times this morning. Ann threatened to dump the remains of my cold coffee on my head if I didn't get up. Fair enough. Tuesday mornings are always bad, especially after Monday night football kept me up too late. The Seahawks lost, which didn't help my mood. I've been a die-hard fan since I was ten when Dad took me to my first game. He bought me a foam finger that I kept until college.

The hospital parking lot was already full by the time I pulled in at 6:43 AM. I was late, again. I snagged the last spot in the far corner, the one with the pothole that's been there since I started at Seattle Grace eight years ago. My thermos of coffee—number one of what would likely be five today—sloshed as I jogged toward the entrance, narrowly avoiding puddles from last night's rain.

I was halfway through the lobby when my phone buzzed. May was calling.

"Lee, Daniel called in sick. Some stomach bug. You're the only one attending today."

My stomach dropped. The ER was already chronically understaffed and running it with one attending was like trying to bail out the Titanic with a coffee mug.

"You're kidding," I said, even though I knew she wasn't. May never jokes about staffing.

"Sorry. I tried calling in Peters but he's at his daughter's recital in Portland."

"Fine, it's fine." It wasn't fine. "Just make sure we have full nursing staff."

"About that..."

I said a small prayer, “Christ, please help me this day!”

By 7:30 AM, I'd seen eight patients. By 8:15, it was fourteen. The board was lighting up like a Christmas tree, all flashing lights and urgent needs. I downed my second coffee standing at the nurses’ station; scanning charts while watching Marcus, my favorite resident, present a case.

"Fifty-eight-year-old male, chest pain radiating to the left arm, history of—"

"Get an ECG, cardiac enzymes, and aspirin, and page cardiology. Next." I wasn't usually this abrupt with residents, but today wasn't usual.

The look on Marcus's face made me pause. Good kid. Smart. Reminds me of my younger brother before he decided medical school wasn't for him and opened that kayak tour business in Oregon.

"Sorry, Marcus, it's just one of those days"

"No worries, Dr. Henderson. I get it." He gave me a nod and took off down the hall.

I caught my reflection in the glass of an empty patient room. My scrubs were already wrinkled, and dark circles forming under my eyes. Dad always said I got my eyes from mom—hazel with flecks of gold when the light hit them right. I haven't seen that gold in a while.

The radio at the nurses' station crackled. "Incoming trauma, ETA five minutes. MVA, two critical patients."

The trauma came in hot. Two teenagers thought street racing was a good idea until they wrapped their hot Honda around a telephone pole. The driver, Kyle, was unconscious with a suspected traumatic brain injury. The passenger, his girlfriend Sue, was awake but had a pneumothorax and multiple fractures.

"Get me an intubation tray!" I shouted, already assessing Kyle's airway. His pupils were unequal. That’s a bad sign.

"BP's dropping!" Ted, one of our best nurses, called out. He's been here longer than me, knows the ER better than anyone. He has these incredible turquoise necklace he wears every shift. Says that’s my good luck charm. We could use some of that luck now.

"Get neurosurgery down here now!" I barked, sliding the tube down Kyle's throat with practiced precision. After confirming placement, I moved to Sue.

Her frightened eyes locked onto mine. "Is Kyle going to die?" she whispered through the oxygen mask.

What do you say to that? The truth, a comforting lie, some nonsense middle ground?

"We're doing everything we can," I said, the standard doctor non-answer that I hate hearing come out of my mouth. My baseball coach used to say "non-answers are for politicians and used car salesmen." Guess I'm in that category now.

While waiting for the thoracic to arrive for Sue, I inserted a chest tube, the familiar pop of entering the pleural space followed by a rush of air and blood. The pneumothorax was relieved, and her Sats began to improve.

I stepped back, stripped off my gloves, and realized I was breathing hard. The adrenaline rush never gets old, even after fifteen years in emergency medicine. It's what got me through med school—that and my grandfather's pocket watch that I carried to every exam for luck. Still sits on my desk at home.

I hadn't peed, eaten, or sat down for more than thirty seconds at a stretch. It was a typical Tuesday, minus one attending physician. The waiting room was packed, and May kept giving me these apologetic looks whenever our paths crossed.

"Sorry, Lee. I know it's rough."

"Its fine," I lied again, this time around a mouthful of protein bar that someone had shoved into my hand. Probably Marcus he was a good kid.

Truth is, days like this are what I secretly dread. Not the medical challenges—those I can handle. It's the impossible math. There are thirty-six patients needing care, and one of me. Even dividing my time perfectly, that's what, ten minutes per patient? And that's assuming no new arrivals, no complications, and no paperwork. It's a recipe for mistakes, for things to slip through the cracks.

And in our business, cracks can be deadly.

I gulped my coffee (number four) and tried to shake off the thought of what I might miss today. What subtle sign might escape my notice because I'm running from room to room like I was on fire.

The patient in room 4 had abdominal pain. Classic appendicitis presentation, easy diagnosis it was an easy call to surgery.

The patient in room 6 had a migraine, or maybe a subarachnoid hemorrhage. I ordered a CT, even though it would add to the backup in radiology, because when you're this rushed is exactly when you need to slow down for the serious stuff.

The patient in room 9 was an elderly woman with shortness of breath. COPD exacerbation or pneumonia or CHF or PE? I ordered labs, and imaging, and started treatment for the most likely causes while we ruled things out. Standard procedure, but it all takes time. Time I didn't have.

The crunch point came around 3 PM. I was finishing up with a kid with a broken arm—nice clean fracture, not even displaced, just needed a cast—when Ted caught me in the hallway.

"Room 12 needs you, now!"

Something in his voice made me move faster. Room 12 was a thirty-six-year-old woman, Elaine, with what had initially seemed like a straightforward UTI. I'd seen her briefly two hours ago and ordered the usual workup and antibiotics.

When I entered the room, her face was flushed, and she was shivering despite the sweat beading on her forehead. The monitor showed a heart rate of 132, and BP of  82/40.

Sepsis!

"When did this start?" I asked Ted, already reaching for the IV antibiotics.

"Just in the last twenty minutes. She was fine and then..."

I didn't need to hear the rest. This is what happens. This is exactly what happens when you're stretched too thin. Patients who seemed stable take a nosedive, and if you're not there if you're dealing with three other emergencies across the department...

I called a sepsis alert and we moved her to our critical care bay. Two large-bore IVs, fluids wide open, antibiotics, vasopressors, the works. All the while, I couldn't shake the voice in my head: You should have checked on her sooner. You should have recognized she was sicker than she looked.

Ann calls it my "guilt complex." Says I take responsibility for things beyond my control. Maybe she's right. She usually is about this kind of stuff. Twenty years of marriage gives her a pretty good insight into my head, that and her psychology degree.

But this...this felt like my failure. One I could have prevented if I'd had more time. If we'd had adequate staffing if the system wasn't designed to push us all to our breaking points.

By the time my shift officially ended at 7 PM, I was still there. Elaine had stabilized but needed to be transferred to the ICU. Kyle, the teenage driver, was in surgery. His girlfriend had been admitted with multiple fractures. The waiting room had finally thinned out, but there were still a dozen patients who'd been waiting for hours.

I should have handed off to the night shift and gone home. Ann was making her famous lasagna tonight—the one with the spicy Italian sausage that I love. Our kids, Emma and Jake, would be waiting. Jake probably needed help with his science project—something about growing crystals that had taken over our garage.

Instead, I signed up for an extra two hours.

"You don't have to do this," May said when I told her. "Night crew can handle it."

"Yeah, well." I shrugged, not entirely sure why I was staying myself. Some sense of obligation, guilt? Or maybe just the knowledge that these people had been waiting all day because of our staffing issues, not because of anything they did.

I finished my fifth coffee, wincing at the bitter, burnt taste. The cafeteria stuff is barely drinkable after it's been sitting on the warmer all day. Not like the smooth dark roast I brew at home in that ridiculous copper contraption, Ann got me for Christmas three years ago. "For the coffee snob who has everything," the card had said.

Room by room, patient by patient, I worked through the remaining cases. Most were straightforward. Ear infections, sprained ankles, and medication refills that should never have come to the ER but, they did because our healthcare system is a cluster mess of epic proportions.

And then there was room 3.

Her name was Dorothy. Eighty-seven years old, brought in by her daughter because she'd been "confused" lately. Not dramatically so. Just little things like forgetting what day it was, asking the same question twice, and leaving the stove on once.

On any other day, I might have spent thirty minutes with her. Done a thorough cognitive assessment, and talked to her daughter about the subtleties of early dementia versus normal aging versus depression. I ordered the right tests and made a proper plan.

Today, I spent twelve minutes.

Twelve minutes to decide that she probably had early dementia but it wasn't an emergency, that she should follow up with her primary care doctor, and that her daughter should consider home safety evaluations and maybe look into alert systems.

Twelve minutes to potentially change the course of two lives.

As I scribbled my notes and discharge instructions, Dorothy looked up at me with clear blue eyes.

"You look tired, doctor."

I glanced up, surprised. "It’s been a long day."

She nodded knowingly. "My husband was a doctor, family practice, not like this madhouse." She gestured around at the ER. "He used to come home with that same look. Like he'd left pieces of himself scattered among his patients and didn't have enough left to bring home."

Something about her words hit me right in the chest. That was exactly it. By the end of days like this, I felt fragmented and distributed across and too many problems, too many people. And what I brought home to Ann and the kids was whatever scraps of myself remained.

"How did he manage it?" I asked, surprising myself with the question.

Dorothy smiled. "Not very well, if I'm being honest, but he tried, and that counts for something, doesn't it?"

I finished writing my notes, handed her the discharge papers, and watched as her daughter wheeled her toward the exit.

That counts for something.

Does it, though?

When I finally got home at 10:23 PM, the house was quiet. A plate of lasagna sat in the microwave with a sticky note from Ann: "Heated it at 8:30, probably cold again by now. Love you anyway."

I ate standing up at the kitchen counter, too tired to even reheat it. Cold lasagna, the glamorous life of an emergency physician.

Jake's science project notes were spread across the dining room table. He'd figured it out without me, again. The kid's smarter than I was at his age, than I am now, probably.

I found Ann in bed, reading one of her mystery novels. She looked up when I came in, those green eyes taking my measure in that way she has, seeing right through my defenses.

"Bad one?" she asked.

"Aren't they all?" I tried to joke, but it fell flat.

"That bad, huh?"

I sat on the edge of the bed, suddenly aware of every ache in my body. The physical fatigue I felt from being on my feet for fifteen hours straight, the mental exhaustion from hundreds of rapid-fire decisions, and the emotional drain of caring about strangers' suffering while trying not to let it consume me.

"We were short-staffed, again. And I just—" I stopped, not even sure what I wanted to say. That I felt like I was failing? Many days like today that made me question why I went into medicine in the first place. That I was terrified of making a mistake that would cost someone their life?

Ann put down her book and moved behind me, her hands finding the knots in my shoulders. "You don't have to say it," she murmured. "I know."

And she did. That's the thing about Ann. She's always known, ever since we met in that crowded college bar when I spilled beer on her shoes and then tried to clean them with my lucky Seahawks bandana. She laughed instead of getting angry, and I knew right then I'd found someone special.

"I keep thinking about this patient today," I said as her thumbs worked into a particularly tight spot. "Elderly woman, probably early dementia, I spent twelve minutes with her, for something that's going to change her whole life."

"And if you'd had an hour?" Ann asked.

"What?"

"If you'd had an hour with her, what would have changed? Would your diagnosis have been different?"

I thought about it. "Probably not, but I could have explained things better. Given her daughter more resources, I would have been more present."

Ann's hands stilled. "You can't be all things to all people, Lee. You know that, right?"

I did know that, intellectually. But days like today made it hard to accept emotionally.

"Yeah," I sighed. "I know."

I crawled into bed without even brushing my teeth, a capital offense in the Henderson household under normal circumstances. But tonight, Ann just switched off her lamp and curled against my side, her presence a balm for the day's wounds.

Tomorrow would be another day, another shift. Another string of impossible choices and compromises and doing the best I could with what I had.

And maybe that does count for something after all.
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Seeing the Unseen   Chapter 2
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I woke up with the mother of all headaches and Ann's elbow in my ribs.

"Your alarm," she mumbled into her pillow, "Third time."

Right, Wednesday, the day after Tuesday the worst. I fumbled for my phone, eyes refusing to focus properly. 5:47 AM. 

I prayed, ”Christ I need your help today.”

My head throbbed when I sat up—like someone had taken a baseball bat to the back of my skull. Probably dehydration from yesterday's coffee marathon, or maybe it was just the weight of all those patients, all those decisions, still pressing down.

The shower didn't help much the hot water pounding against my neck while I tried to remember if I had any meetings today. The Chief of Emergency Services wants budget proposals by Friday. Emma's volleyball game at 6—I've already missed two this season. The patient with the weird rash I told to come back for a follow-up.

I stood there until the water ran cold, which earned me another eye roll from Ann as I dripped across the bathroom floor.

"You look terrible," she said, handing me a mug of coffee—the good stuff from my copper monstrosity.

"Feel like it too." I gulped down half the mug, scalding my tongue. "Headache won't quit."

Ann frowned, pressing her palm to my forehead like she does with the kids. "You may be coming down with something?"

"Nah. Just Tuesday hangover."

But even as I said it, I knew this was different. There was a strange pressure behind my eyes like they were being pushed outward from inside my skull. And colors seemed... off. Brighter, almost painfully so.

I popped three ibuprofen down with the rest of my coffee and blamed it on exhaustion. What else could it be?

The parking lot at Seattle Grace was half-empty when I pulled in at 6:38 AM—earlier than usual despite hitting snooze three times. Found a spot right up front, which never happens. 

I was halfway to the entrance when it hit me. Like walking face-first into a wall of... something. Not pain exactly. More like sensory overload. The world stuttered, went fuzzy around the edges, then I snapped back into focus with alarming clarity.

And that's when I saw it, them. Whatever they were.

Shadows. No, not shadows. More like... auras? Glowing outlines around people, shifting and changing colors. The security guard at the entrance had a deep blue haze around him. The nurse hurrying past me trailed wisps of green and gold.

I stopped dead, coffee sloshing over my hand. What is going on here?

Squeezing my eyes shut, I counted to ten, and opened them again.

The colors were still there.

"You okay, Dr. Henderson?"

I nearly jumped out of my skin. It was Marcus, my resident from yesterday. He stood there with a concerned expression, surrounded by a steady glow that pulsed in time with his heartbeat.

"Fine," I managed, just... headache."

"Those trauma cases yesterday were intense," he nodded sympathetically. "The kid with the TBI made it through surgery, by the way. He is still critical, but stable."

"Good. That's good." I was having trouble focusing on his words because the light around him flared brighter when he mentioned the trauma patient. Like his concern was literally visible.

I needed to sit down. Or maybe get my head examined. Was this what a stroke felt like? Visual hallucinations weren't my typical migraine symptom.

"Dr. Henderson? You sure you're okay?"

"Yeah, fine. Just need some more coffee." I forced a smile and hurried past him into the building.

Inside was worse, much worse. The ER was a kaleidoscope of colors swirling around patients and staff, blues and greens and angry reds. Some people had cloudy, dark patches hovering over specific body parts—a woman's chest and a man's lower back.

I ducked into the nearest bathroom and splashed cold water on my face. My reflection looked normal enough—same tired eyes, same three-day stubble I was too lazy to shave off. But now there was a faint glow around me too. Mostly white with streaks of red and blue breaking through.

"You're losing it, Lee," I told my reflection. "Sleep deprivation. That's all this is."

But even as I said it, I knew it wasn't true. This was something else, something impossible.

By some miracle, we were fully staffed today. Daniel was back from his stomach bug, looking pale but functional. He gave me a nod as I emerged from the bathroom, still shaky.

"Heard yesterday was a nightmare. Sorry about that."

"That’s fine," I mumbled, distracted by the pale green light that surrounded him, threaded through with darker tendrils around his midsection. Without thinking, I said, "Your stomach still bothering you?"

He looked surprised. "Yeah, a bit, how'd you know?"

I shrugged awkwardly. "Just a guess, you're still looking a little rough."

The first hour of my shift passed in a blur of confusion. I kept my head down and tried to focus on charts and lab results instead of the light show happening around me. But it was impossible to ignore completely.
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