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At twenty-three, Lindsay Golan had spent so much of her life chasing the next milestone that she had never really stopped to consider what would happen when she reached one. She had imagined success as a clean sensation, something bright and uncomplicated, something that would settle over her the moment she stepped into the life she had worked for. Instead, when the revolving doors of Boston’s most prestigious hospital carried her inside on that gray September morning, what she felt first was not triumph but vertigo. 

The lobby was too large, the ceilings too high, the polished marble too merciless in the way it reflected anyone walking across it. Everything about the place seemed designed to remind the people entering that excellence lived here and that excellence, once entered, demanded proof.

She paused just inside the doors with one hand still hooked around the strap of her leather tote, trying not to look as overwhelmed as she felt. The hospital seal was inlaid in the floor beneath her feet, dark against pale stone. Above it, a twisting sculpture of steel ribbons rose toward the skylights, all elegant force and impossible balance. A security guard by the reception desk gave her the practiced smile of a man who had watched thousands of nervous newcomers pass through that lobby and correctly identified her at once.

“Orientation?” he asked.

Lindsay returned the smile, grateful for the chance to answer something easy. 

“Yes.”

He pointed toward the bank of elevators. 

“Third floor.”

She thanked him and moved forward, her heels sounding sharper than she wanted against the marble. She was suddenly conscious of everything at once: the smoothness of her blouse beneath her blazer, the careful tuck of her skirt at the waist, the way her badge holder sat empty against her hip because she had not yet earned the right to wear the hospital’s emblem. 

She had dressed conservatively on purpose. Navy skirt. Soft ivory blouse. Low heels sensible enough not to announce vanity, but not so severe they suggested she had surrendered youth entirely to ambition. Her blonde hair had taken too long that morning because she kept changing her mind about whether to wear it up. She had finally left it down, then spent half the train ride wondering if that had been immature.

In the elevator, mirrored walls reflected back a face she recognized and did not. She still looked like the daughter who had kissed her mother goodbye at the Connecticut station before dawn and listened to her father say, in the terse way he reserved for moments of feeling he did not know how to dress in softness, that she belonged there as much as anyone. Yet she also looked older than she had a month ago, older than she had even last week, as if the building itself had already begun the quiet work of demanding adulthood.

The orientation room buzzed with the nervous energy of people trying not to compare themselves while comparing themselves constantly. Interns sat in clusters of studied casualness, their conversations moving with false ease through universities, training programs, specializations, future plans. 

Lindsay signed in, clipped her name badge to her blazer, and took a seat in the middle row. She did not want the scrutiny of the front, and she did not want the invisibility of the back. The middle felt like a compromise between confidence and self-protection, which was probably a fair description of her entire personality.

She opened the folder provided at check-in and pretended to review the printed schedule while stealing glances at the room around her. A dark-haired girl two seats down was talking too loudly about her uncle in oncology. A young man near the aisle was already introducing himself to anyone who would listen as though networking were a reflex rather than a strategy. Across the room, two other interns were whispering over a map of the campus with the concentrated panic of people who had just realized how enormous the place truly was. 

Lindsay tried to steady herself by focusing on small things: the texture of the paper in her hands, the hum of the overhead vents, the neat alignment of the pens on the table near the podium. Details had always calmed her. Details were manageable.

The chief of staff opened the session with polished efficiency, welcoming them to a place defined by excellence, ethics, innovation, and sacrifice. Lindsay took notes even when there was nothing worth writing because the act of writing kept her pulse from outpacing her composure. She underlined phrases she would never read again. She circled words like resilience and discipline as if she had not spent the last several years shaping her life around both. Around her, people laughed in the right places and nodded at the right points. The room began to settle into the familiar pattern of authority speaking and ambition listening.

Then the chief paused, looked toward the side of the room, and said, “I’d like to introduce our hospital administrator, Dr. Joel Stein.”

Applause moved through the room in one coordinated wave. Lindsay turned with everyone else.

He did not hurry to the podium. That was the first thing she noticed. Men in authority often mistook speed for efficiency, but he seemed to understand that control announced itself more convincingly through ease. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and dressed in a charcoal suit that fit him with the kind of quiet precision that suggested old money or good tailoring or perhaps simply the confidence to know the difference did not matter if the effect was right. His dark hair was touched with silver at the temples, not enough to age him, only enough to place him on the favorable side of maturity. 

He wore no expression of forced warmth, no overcompensating grin meant to reassure the room that power could also be personable. Instead he looked out at them with something calmer, more attentive. His first glance seemed general. The second did not.

It landed on Lindsay and stayed there just a fraction longer than any public glance should have.

It was brief enough to excuse and long enough to register. She felt the pause before she understood it, a small tightening low in her stomach, a quick and unwelcome awareness that she was no longer watching a speech but being seen inside it. She looked down too quickly at her folder, irritated with herself for reacting at all.

When she looked back up, he was speaking. His voice was lower than she had expected, smooth without theatricality, the kind of voice that did not need to push itself to command a room. He spoke about pressure, fatigue, the arrogance of early talent, the discipline required to survive institutions that rewarded brilliance only after testing character. There was humor in the speech, but it was measured and dry, offered in a way that made the room feel intelligent for catching it. He did not talk to them like children. He did not flatter them with destiny. He talked instead about the privilege and cost of becoming necessary.

Lindsay found herself listening more intently than she had intended. It was not only that he was attractive, though she would have had to be dishonest not to register that. It was the composure of him, the way he moved one hand while speaking and revealed, with the accidental intimacy of ordinary gesture, the plain gold band on his left ring finger. Married, she thought at once, and the thought should have landed as dismissal. It did not. It only rearranged the shape of what she was looking at. Older. Married. In charge. Untouchable. She disliked the direction of her own attention and yet could not quite force it elsewhere.

When the speech ended, the room applauded again. The spell should have broken there. Instead, something in her had sharpened. She told herself it was first-day nerves, the adrenaline of a new environment looking for a face to attach itself to. She told herself she had simply admired his speech and the steadiness with which he carried power. She told herself a number of sensible things while following the crowd into the adjoining refreshment area.

The room beyond the conference hall had been set with coffee urns, fruit trays, and rows of pastries nobody ambitious enough for medicine ever seemed comfortable actually eating. Lindsay poured herself water because her mouth had gone dry and because having a cup in her hand gave her something to do besides stand there feeling watched by possibilities she had no intention of naming. She was reaching for a paper napkin when a voice beside her said, “First day?”

She turned, and there he was.

Up close, he looked less polished and more dangerous for it. The lines at the corners of his eyes were visible now, not enough to suggest age so much as history. His cologne was subtle, clean, something she could not identify but immediately associated with him. He held himself with the same calm he had worn at the podium, but standing this near him turned abstract charisma into the sharper fact of presence.

“Yes,” she said, then hated how young the answer sounded. “Internship orientation.”

His gaze flicked to the badge clipped to her blazer. 

“Lindsay Golan.”

The way he said her name was almost conversational, yet she heard herself in it differently after he did. 

“Dr. Stein,” she replied.

“Joel is fine.”

The correction was gentle, but there was something in it that altered the air between them. Most men in power pretended informality to make themselves seem generous. This did not feel like generosity. It felt like invitation, and the recognition of that made her cautious.

“Joel,” she said, because to resist would have looked strange and to comply cost almost nothing except the awareness of having crossed a tiny line she could not quite explain.

“What department are you hoping for?” he asked.

“Eventually surgery,” she said. “If I can survive long enough to earn it.”

A small smile touched his mouth. 

“That’s the correct attitude.”

“So terror is part of the process?”

“Terror is the process,” he said. “Anyone who tells you otherwise is either lying or incompetent.”

She laughed before she could stop herself, and his expression changed slightly, as if he had been waiting to see what she looked like when she forgot to be careful.

“Where did you train?” he asked.

She told him, and he nodded as though filing away something useful.

“Good program,” he said. “We’ve had strong people from there.”

The we should have made the exchange feel institutional again. Instead it only emphasized that he had the authority to speak for the place. Before Lindsay could answer, a senior physician approached to ask him something about a donor schedule, and the interruption should have ended the moment cleanly. 

Yet Joel turned back to her before fully stepping away and said, “I’m glad you’re here.”

It was a simple sentence. A hospitable one. Entirely reasonable from an administrator addressing a new intern. And yet she felt it more personally than reason allowed.

The rest of the day passed in tours, protocols, introductions, and the slow humiliation of discovering how quickly any institution can make even a prepared person feel stupid. The campus was larger than it had seemed on paper. Hallways branched into wings that branched into towers. Elevators opened onto units that all looked, at first, nearly identical in their order and fluorescent fatigue. Lindsay took notes obsessively. Floor numbers. Department heads. Extension codes. The fastest route between the staff elevators and the east surgical wing. She clung to logistics the way some people clung to prayer.

* * *
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ON THE MEDICAL-SURGICAL floor, a supervising nurse named Marcia introduced herself with the expression of someone who had long ago lost patience for theatrical confidence. 

“If you don’t know something, ask,” she told Lindsay. “If you pretend to know something, I’ll know, and then we’ll both be annoyed.”

“Understood,” Lindsay said.

“Good. You don’t look useless, which is promising. Don’t prove me wrong.”

It was the kind of welcome that might have offended a more fragile ego. Lindsay found it almost comforting.

The floor itself steadied her in ways the lobby had not. Here the work took shape in real time. Monitors beeped. Family members hovered. Nurses moved with swift and practiced economy. Charts were not abstractions. Medications were not lecture examples. Her first patient interaction was small—a blood pressure check, some chart notation, a moment of reassurance to a woman awaiting imaging—but it grounded her. This, she thought. This was why she was here. Not marble. Not speeches. Not older men with watchful eyes and wedding rings.

That thought was still with her near the end of the afternoon when she looked up from a chart at the nurses’ station and saw Joel in the corridor. He was speaking with Marcia about compliance updates, one hand in his pocket, posture relaxed. There was no reason for her to matter in that moment. She was one intern among many, halfway through a day already crowded with names and obligations. Yet as if drawn by instinct rather than sight, he looked up and found her.

The glance was not prolonged this time. Just exact.

He stepped closer to the desk, still mid-conversation with Marcia, and asked Lindsay, “How’s the first day treating you?”

She straightened before she realized she was doing it. 

“I’m still deciding if I’m impressed or terrified.”

Marcia snorted softly without looking up from her clipboard. Joel’s mouth curved.

“Keep both,” he said. “They’re useful.”

Then he was gone again, moving further down the hall with Marcia still briefing him on staffing numbers.

It should have meant nothing. She knew that even as she replayed it later in the locker room while trading her flats for the heels she had worn in that morning. It should have been filed under leadership, under hospitality, under routine acknowledgment of a new intern trying not to drown. But the day had been full of his attention in small, inconvenient doses, and she found herself noticing the cumulative effect of them. Not one moment. Several. The speech. The refreshment table. The corridor. The way he seemed to recognize her not with impropriety, but with precision.

When she finally left the hospital, the sky over Boston had gone soft and gray with the threat of evening rain. The atrium looked different from the inside on the way out, less overwhelming now that she had survived it once. She pushed through the revolving doors into cool air and stood on the steps for a moment, letting the day settle over her.

She was exhausted. Her feet hurt. She had made at least two stupid mistakes and been corrected for both. She had gotten lost between radiology and oncology and nearly walked into the wrong restricted unit. She had also, somehow, loved almost every minute of it.

On the train home, she sat by the window with her bag on her lap and watched the city slide past in layered reflections. Her phone buzzed once with a message from her mother asking how the first day had gone and once more from Luis demanding scandal, glamour, and at least one handsome doctor. Lindsay smiled faintly at both texts and answered neither right away.

Instead she looked at her own reflection in the darkening glass and tried to sort the day into manageable pieces. The hospital was exactly as intimidating as she had feared and more exhilarating than she had admitted she hoped. She had chosen the right place. She knew that with the deep certainty that arrives only rarely and leaves no room for negotiation. And yet alongside that certainty was another awareness, quieter and harder to justify.

In a room full of people, one man had looked at her as if he had paused on purpose.

She hated that she was thinking about it at all. She hated even more that she knew she would think about it again.

By the time she let herself into her apartment, kicked off her shoes, and set her tote on the small kitchen table, the day had begun to feel unreal in the way overwhelming days sometimes do. She moved through the motions of evening on instinct—washing her face, changing into soft clothes, heating soup she barely tasted. When she finally crawled into bed, fatigue should have taken her immediately.

Instead she lay awake in the dark, listening to the city hum beyond the window, replaying the small things that should not have lingered and yet did.
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