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Anna

AFTER ALL THIS TIME, the nightmare had come back.

Actually, it was more like a memory. A recurring dream that had followed me my whole life. For over fifteen years, I’d been reliving that same day.

The day my mother sent my sister and me to our father.

Unlike what happened in real life, in the dream I always knew it was a final goodbye. And I’d try to hold her hand tighter, to stop her from leaving. But she always left. Forever.

I woke up to my phone’s alarm and didn’t let myself dwell on it. It was an important day, and I couldn’t be late.

After getting up and getting ready, I checked my bag to make sure I had everything I needed. Blue scrubs, stethoscope, ID badge. Today I was starting a new chapter as a medical student—now as an intern at the hospital.

Stuffing my things inside, I walked into the kitchen to find my sister and my cousin already chattering away.

“Happy first day to the newest doctor at New York Center Hospital!” Alice, my nineteen-year-old “little cousin,” cheered.

I had to correct her.

“Interns aren’t doctors. They’re med students on rotation.”

“You get to poke, cut, and save people, so yeah, basically a doctor.”

I just laughed and let it go. Alice had moved from Los Angeles to New York almost a month ago to live with us for college. My twin sister and I had shared this apartment for three years. And ever since Alice got here, she saw everything as magical and special. I’d bet she hadn’t even slept well last night, too excited about her first day of classes.

“I’m so happy I’m about to start the best time of my life.”

Aurora and I exchanged a look that said, Should I tell her, or will you? But in the end, we said nothing. Alice would find out on her own that college life was about a lot more than parties, freedom from parents, new friends, and adventures.

“Oh, little Alice. You’re so young and innocent,” I teased, pulling out a chair and sitting across from her, facing Aurora.

Alice shot back, “You just turned twenty-three. You’re not that much older than me.”

“Yeah, but every year of college counts as five in human years,” I countered, grabbing a pancake from the stack one of them had made. Probably Alice—I was sure she’d been the first one up this morning. “Well, at least you’ll have an easier time with that math. You were smart enough not to pick Medicine.”

Finishing her food, Aurora set down her fork and started talking, using her hands as well.

“Even with all the struggles, I wouldn’t trade my major for anything.” My sister was deaf, and though she could speak, she felt more comfortable signing too. “I can’t wait to finally work as a licensed doctor.”

“Architecture is my dream too,” Alice declared, also using her hands to communicate along with her voice. “I’ve always admired my parents’ work since I was little, and I want to design projects as amazing as theirs.”

They both looked at me, expecting some grand declaration of love for my profession. I didn’t hate Medicine. I just didn’t have that overwhelming passion they did.

“Whatever. I just want to graduate,” I said. “I haven’t even decided what to specialize in.”

“You’ve got time for that,” my sister answered, in her usual sweet, understanding way. “Now that you’re starting your internship, you’ll have direct contact with patients, and that’ll open your eyes to what you want to do.”

“Yeah, right, Rory. You’ve known what you wanted to do since before high school.”

“But that’s not how it works for everyone. Things happen at the right time.”

She smiled at me, that gentle, encouraging smile only my sister had. I loved her more than anything—she was my favorite person in the world—but I couldn’t help thinking how different we were, even as identical twins. The only “natural” differences in our appearance were that my light-brown hair was straighter than hers (which had waves from mid-length to the ends), and I was two centimeters taller. But I usually kept my hair shorter, while she loved it long, and our styles were totally different. Other than that, our personalities couldn’t have been more opposite.

But when it came down to it, she wasn’t all that thrilled about the new semester starting either. She was beginning her second year as an intern at New York Center Hospital, and her mentor was Dr. Patrick Sartori—the most feared professor in the entire med school, famous for making his interns’ lives a living hell. Even my sister, the smartest, most disciplined person I knew, was suffering under him.

I was starting my first year of internship today, and all I could do was pray I didn’t end up on his team. But since this year we’d have six different professors leading the groups, I tried to convince myself it’d be really bad luck to land with the guy the students affectionately called “Dr. Arrogance.” One in six odds. I couldn’t be that unlucky.

At least, I wanted to believe I couldn’t.

We finished eating and left together in my car. I’d drop Alice off at the university campus, then head to the hospital with Aurora. As soon as we buckled our seatbelts, our cousin started talking.

“Oh, I didn’t even tell you guys... You know Clark?”

“The hot senior?” Aurora asked. She was in the passenger seat but twisted around so she could read Alice’s lips and hands.

“How could we not know?” I shot back, dripping sarcasm. “You haven’t stopped talking about him since you met him at your major’s freshman orientation.”

“So, he texted me last night. Said he’s going to meet me today at the entrance to the Architecture building. I think... that’s a sign things might be getting serious, right?”

“Oh my god, yes!” Aurora cheered.

I had the opposite reaction.

“Alice, you’ve known this guy for three weeks. How many dates have you had since then? Three?”

“Four,” she corrected me. “We’ve been texting a lot too. And I think I’m really falling for him.”

“Aw, that’s so cute!” Aurora cheered again.

Was she serious?

“You’ve known each other for three weeks,” I repeated, as if that fact alone was obvious enough.

“Is there a minimum time for that?” Alice asked. “If there is, what is it?”

“No, but...”

I was stuck for a second. Honestly, things never got serious for me. The last guy I’d dated, after two weeks he pulled the “I want you to meet my parents” crap, and it scared the hell out of me. I didn’t want serious relationships in my life.

“You came to New York to study,” I went on. “To focus on your classes, not to date.”

“Seriously, Anna?” Aurora said, dripping irony.

I wasn’t exactly what you’d call super focused on academics. I didn’t get bad grades, but I was average—nothing impressive. And I hung out with friends, went to parties, had my occasional hookups. Unlike my sister, who was super straight-laced and studious—she even got into the internship program a year before me, even though we started med school together.

“It’s not going to mess up my studies,” Alice countered. “Quite the opposite. Clark’s a great student, almost done with his degree. He’s been really encouraging, and I know he’ll even help me with my classes.”

Aurora jumped on the topic, asking more questions about this Clark, which Alice was happy to answer.

Finding the whole mushy-romantic talk boring, I just focused on the drive to the university, where Alice got out. We wished her a great first day and headed to the hospital.

New York Center Hospital was already a familiar place for Aurora and me. A place we’d been going to since we were kids, since our father, Logan Turner, had been the director for years.

As soon as I parked in the lot and we started walking toward the building, Aurora commented, “I talked to Dad by text last night. He asked you to stop by his office during lunch. He wants to give you a welcome hug and congratulate you on starting your internship.”

“I don’t know if that’s a good idea. He knows I don’t want anyone to know I’m the director’s daughter.”

“And how long do you think you can hide that?”

“It’s worked at school so far.”

“But here at the hospital, it’s different. Everyone knows I’m his daughter. And, well... it’s kind of obvious we’re twins, isn’t it?”

Unlike me, Aurora couldn’t keep the fact that she was Dr. Logan Turner’s daughter a secret, because even though “Turner” was a common last name, there was a wing in a building attached to the hospital dedicated to caring for people with hearing impairments, called the “Aurora Turner Hearing Center.” So it would be pretty hard for my sister to claim that was just a big coincidence. And really, it was only a matter of time before my classmates and the doctors saw me next to her and realized that, despite our different styles, our faces were identical. There was no way I could argue that, plus the fact that I also had the last name Turner, was just some massive coincidence.

“My academic life is going to turn into hell, isn’t it?” I grumbled.

Aurora laughed. “A little bit. Your classmates will start giving you dirty looks and making comments about you having supposed privileges because you’re the director’s daughter. The doctors will judge you as a spoiled brat, and your advisor will definitely demand twice or three times as much from you as from everyone else.”

“Shit, I hadn’t even thought of that part. How do you survive it?”

“By doing my best. You can too.”

“My best is average grades, Rory. You’re the golden girl of the family.”

“Stop it, Anna. You can do it. Besides, it all depends on which team you end up on. If you get Dr. Hall as your advisor, for example... she’s a sweetheart. I’ve heard she goes easy on interns. Dr. Quinn is great too. Dr. Adams is a bit more demanding, but she’s not bad.”

“So only Dr. Sartori is the devil, huh?”

Aurora laughed. It was more of a nervous laugh than genuinely finding it funny.

“He’s the worst punishment any med student can get. Though it would be cool to have you as one of the newbies on my team.”

“Love you, sis. But no, thanks.” We laughed together.

“Don’t stress about it, Anna. Dr. Sartori’s fail rate was huge, which means there are very few openings this year. You couldn’t be that unlucky.”

I nodded, genuinely believing it. The number of interns coming into the hospital this year was pretty big, and I knew there were only about four or five spots for Dr. Arrogance’s team.

Which meant only four or five senior interns had passed his course last semester. I could only wish my sister good luck—she still had a whole year as his intern.

When we entered the hospital building, we headed for the elevator and hugged when it stopped on the third floor, where Rory got off, wishing me a great first day. She went to her work, while I continued to the fifth floor, where the new interns were supposed to report.

The place was packed, and I had to push my way through to the board displaying lists of all the students’ names, along with which doctor would be their advisor during the two-year internship.

Finding my name wasn’t hard.

The hard part was processing the information written next to it. I even rubbed my eyes, convinced it had to be a mistake or some sleep-induced optical illusion.

Because there was no way I was actually that unlucky.

Right there, next to my name, was my new advisor’s:

Dr. Patrick Sartori.
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Anna

IT SEEMED TO BE STANDARD procedure. After checking the lists to find out which professor they’d been assigned to, the massive group of students was led by a hospital employee on a tour of every ward and facility. NYCH was one of the biggest hospitals in the country, so the full tour took a good few hours. I went through the motions mechanically, unable to focus on the explanations our guide was giving. Not that I really needed them—I’d been coming to this place since I was five years old.

When the tour finally ended, we were told we had two hours free until we had to report to our respective advisors’ offices and join the teams made up of other students already in their second year of internship.

In my case, it was going to be me and four other unlucky souls joining a team already packed mostly with students who had failed. My sister Aurora had started the year before, in her first year of internship, and had ended up in a group with lots of second-year students, since the teams were mixed. At the end of the academic year, the new advisor—the infamous and dreaded Dr. Arrogance—had simply failed most of the senior interns.

And now, wouldn’t you know it... I was about to join her in that mess.

Just as my father had asked me to, I used the break to go to his office. I knocked before entering. He was sitting behind his desk, on the phone, but he smiled when he saw me and gestured for me to come closer. I did, catching the tail end of his conversation.

“Don’t give me your final answer until you’ve heard my offer. Can you stop by my office during lunch? ... Yeah, I know, but I promise I’ll be quick. ... Ten minutes? ... Sure, no problem. ... I’ll be waiting, then.” He hung up and looked at me, smiling again. “How’s the new intern at New York Center Hospital?”

I almost thanked him for immediately pulling me into a hug, not giving me a chance to answer. My father got excited about every little academic achievement we had, and I didn’t want to kill his mood by telling him that, unlike him, I wasn’t thrilled about any of this.

And I had been. Up until a few hours ago.

“How about dinner tonight to celebrate?” he said, still upbeat. “We can go to your favorite restaurant. We’ll head straight there from the hospital. I’ll call Evy, and you and Rory can tell Alice to meet us there.”

He let go of the hug, still holding me by the shoulders to look at me. Then I saw the cheerful expression on his face shift to concern—he’d probably noticed I didn’t look as happy as I should.

“What’s wrong, sweetheart? Something the matter?”

“Dr. Arrogance,” I said.

“What?”

“I ended up in the same internship team as Rory. My advisor is the tyrant professor.”

“Oh, you mean Sartori? He’s not that bad.”

“He failed eighty percent of the interns who should be moving on to residency this year.”

“If he didn’t approve them, it’s because they weren’t ready.”

“Eighty percent, Dad. Even Rory is scared she won’t pass at the end of the year.”

“Of course Rory will pass. She’s always been the best student. She even started her internship a year ahead of the rest of her class.”

“Exactly. And even Rory is desperate. She hates being on his team. She says he’s rude to the interns. He’s always criticizing everyone’s work, arrogant and insufferable. Not a single day goes by without him making at least one intern cry.”

“Well, better they cry now than make patients’ families cry when they get to residency, right?”

“That’s not the point, Dad.”

“Of course it is, Anna. Medicine isn’t for everyone. I hired Sartori last year precisely because of that trait—his extremely high standards. Our hospital takes medical students from several universities, and we want every professional approved here to be qualified to be an excellent doctor.”

“I thought good doctors needed a soul. And what this Dr. Sartori does is rip the souls and dreams out of every student.”

“He doesn’t rip out souls. He makes them strong. And sweetheart, you don’t need to worry. I’ve already had this talk with your sister. She’s going to pass. And so are you. So, can I confirm dinner with Evy?”

I sighed and finally gave in. Only because I missed spending time with my father and my stepmother—whom I called Mom, since she’d raised Aurora and me since we were little—and not because I felt I had any reason to celebrate the possible end of my not-even-started life in Medicine.

My father and I sat down and talked a bit more, shifting to trivial stuff. In the middle of the conversation, I pulled out my phone and texted Alice, letting her know about dinner. Then I put the phone on the table and even smiled as my father told me about his latest conversation with Uncle Michael—Alice’s father, who lived in Los Angeles—who was a little desperate about his princess having left home to go to college on the other side of the country. My dad was a bit overprotective, but he didn’t hold a candle to Uncle Mike, who, I’m sure, would have built a tower and locked Alice inside it to protect her from all the dangers of the world if he could.

We went on like that for a few minutes, until someone knocked on the office door.

“Are you expecting someone?” I asked.

“Actually, yes. I have a meeting now, but it should last twenty minutes tops. If you want to wait and grab lunch together...”

“Can’t. I’d better go eat something now so I’m not late on my first day in hell.”

We heard the knocking again, and my father told the person to come in, without taking his eyes off me.

“Don’t look at it that way, sweetheart. Everything’s going to be fine, I promise you.”

I really wanted to believe that.

I hugged him again, and only then did I look at the person who had entered the room and was now standing by the door. Apparently, he was a doctor.

Holy shit.

What a doctor!

He was a man in his early thirties, and he looked like he’d stepped out of one of those medical dramas my mother Evelyn loved so much. His eyes were a deep brown, almost hypnotic, and his dark, slightly wavy hair was combed back, but not in a forced way. It seemed... natural. That well-trimmed beard only added to the intensity of his face, highlighting a strong jawline.

“If I’m interrupting, I can come back another time,” he said. His voice was deep and dead serious.

I shook my head, letting him know I was on my way out, and I felt his eyes on me as I crossed the door.

I walked down the hall and was already at the elevator when I realized I’d left my phone in my father’s office.

“Shit...” I muttered.

I turned around just as the elevator doors opened and the sound of a woman crying caught my attention, followed by a man’s voice:

“Laureen, don’t be like that...”

“He can’t talk to me that way. Who does that idiot Dr. Sartori think he is to talk to any student like that?”

Dr. Sartori?

I turned my head and saw the crying woman—she looked a bit older than me—with a man about the same age, passing by. Both were wearing the light-blue hospital uniform.

Laureen went on, still crying:

“You should have seen it, Jack. He yelled at me in front of the whole team. I know I made a mistake, but it was something really minor—it wasn’t worth all that. And when I started crying, he said if I don’t have the emotional control to be here, I should find another profession.”

“He’s an asshole. Don’t pay attention to it.”

“How can I not pay attention? Today I was supposed to be starting my residency. I’ve always been one of the best students in my class, and he still failed me. I can’t take another whole year being evaluated by him. There was this one time he humiliated a girl on the team who’s deaf...”

That got my attention. As far as I knew, the only deaf student on Sartori’s team was my sister. Aurora would have told me if there was someone else.

She always said Dr. Sartori was rude, insufferable, way too demanding, but... she never said he had humiliated her directly.

Laureen kept talking, already up ahead, turning into a hallway with her friend. I took a few steps behind them so I could keep listening.

“Turner is super focused—no one would even know she can’t hear, because her eyes are always on everything. But one day it took her a few seconds to notice a change in a patient’s vitals because she was reading his chart when the alarm went off. It was a split second, I swear. The other interns in the room were behind her and got to the patient first. Even if she’d been alone, she would have seen it and acted. But that was enough for Sartori to lose it with her after we stabilized the patient. He said that if someone like her wants to be a doctor, just being good isn’t enough. That she has to be ten times better than anyone else to make up for her disability.”

“Wait... I’ve heard of that deaf student. Isn’t she Aurora Turner? Director Turner’s daughter?”

“That’s the one. But Dr. Sartori doesn’t care about that. If anything, it makes him even tougher on her.”

Laureen then launched into another story about Sartori being harsh with some other student, but I didn’t hear it anymore, because I’d stopped in the hallway while the two of them kept going down another one. I stood there for a few seconds, trying to process the rage that had welled up inside me.

Why hadn’t Rory told me about that? She sure as hell hadn’t told our father either. There was nothing in the world that made me angrier than anyone mistreating Aurora.

“I want you to be a good girl and take care of your sister, okay?”

My mother’s voice came to my mind, one of the last things she’d said to me before saying goodbye. I was only five when I made her that promise—that I would take care of Rory.

Determined, I started walking again, heading back to my father’s office. I opened the door without knocking, and he was already back in his chair, with the doctor who had come in minutes earlier sitting on the other side of the desk. They both looked at me, startled by how abruptly I’d opened the door.

“Anna...” my father said, worried. “Something wrong, sweetheart?”

I walked over to him, brushing past the other doctor. My father stood up, and I stopped right in front of him.

“You shouldn’t have hired someone like Dr. Sartori here,” I said, sharp. And I didn’t give my father time to respond. “You can go on saying he’s a good doctor or whatever. But being a good doctor doesn’t make anyone a good teacher. I bet he’s one of those doctors who, when they reach retirement age, don’t want to stop working, so they decide it’s a good idea to become teachers, even if they’re completely unfit for it.”

“Anna, calm down...” my father said.

“Did you know he’s humiliated Rory?”

“If he was hard on her, it was because he thought it was necessary.”

“I can’t believe you’re saying that, Dad!”

“You two are the ones who always asked me not to interfere in your academic lives when you came to work at the hospital, remember?”

“This isn’t about interfering. If I wanted you to interfere, I would have asked you to get me out of that man’s team. And I didn’t, even though the last thing I want in life is to spend two years of internship in his group. And that’s assuming he ever lets me move on to residency.”

“Anna, listen...”

“You know what, Dad? Forget it. You don’t get it...”

I grabbed my phone from the desk and was already at the door when my father said:

“We’ll talk calmly tonight, at dinner.”

I was so angry I felt like saying I wasn’t going to any dinner, but I just left the room.

I went to the hospital cafeteria, but I barely touched my lunch. I was furious and had completely lost my appetite, so I just killed time.

From there, I went to the locker room. It had separate areas for men and women, with long wooden benches and lockers lining every wall. I could see some interns already changed, adjusting their uniforms. Most of them looked pretty happy and excited about this new phase.

I changed too, putting on the light-blue uniform for the first time, with the white coat over it. I slipped my ID badge into my pocket and pinned my short brown hair back with clips so it wouldn’t fall in my face. Finally, I hung the stethoscope around my neck before stashing my backpack in a free locker.

I was ready. After three years of classroom lectures, I was finally going to start studying Medicine inside a hospital, putting into practice the things I’d learned and gaining experience. It should have been one of the most anticipated moments of my life, but instead of happy, I felt tense.

When we finally left the locker room, we gathered again in the hallway, where an employee waited, staring at her watch the whole time until it hit one in the afternoon. Then she gave us the final instructions, saying we should head to the rooms where our respective advisors were waiting for us, already with the second-year intern teams.

On the way to the meeting room where I’d finally meet Dr. Arrogance, I tried to calm myself down so I wouldn’t walk in and tell that idiot every word stuck in my throat. I was so lost in those thoughts that I almost didn’t notice when I stopped in front of the door, along with the other four unlucky souls who were also starting on that team with me. I looked through the rectangular glass in the door, seeing the big group of senior interns. Among them, my sister, her eyes fixed ahead, probably paying attention to whatever the insufferable Dr. Sartori was saying to them. From where I stood, I couldn’t see him, but I figured he was giving a speech to his team.

Or, maybe, yelling at the team. I didn’t even know what he looked like, actually. He’d only been working at NYCH for a year, and Aurora had said he was a very good-looking man. I remembered her even saying he was young compared to the other professors, so I pictured him in his early fifties, maybe pushing sixty. Teaching in Medicine required exclusive dedication from doctors, so it wasn’t usually the focus of younger professionals, who were climbing the career ladder.

My thoughts were interrupted when someone came to the door and opened it so we could go in. My heart leaped, and I noticed the same thing seemed to happen to the other students, so I took the lead and walked in first—something none of them seemed inclined to do.

And there, at the back of the room, my eyes snagged. Leaning almost casually against the wall, there he was: the gorgeous doctor I’d spotted earlier in my father’s office. My stomach flipped.

What the hell was he doing here?

He looked straight at me, with a mix of indifference and contempt. Then his gaze slid to the other students behind me, and he ordered, his voice firm:

“Come in.”

One by one, we filed inside, but everything around me turned into a blur. My focus was locked on that man, still wondering what he could possibly be doing there.

No way it could be that...

“First things first...” he began, “I want to make one thing crystal clear. There’s no room for privileges or favoritism here.”

I felt the weight of those words, especially when his eyes landed on me and he paused just long enough before continuing:

“So, Miss Turner... I suggest you check with the administration about who your new advisor will be. After what I heard earlier today, it’s clear you don’t want to be on my team, so... I made sure your wish was granted.”

I tried to say something, but no words came out.

All I could do was stare at that man, feeling humiliation and rage swirl together inside me.
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Patrick

PEOPLE SAID A LOT OF things about me. I knew that.

One of my favorite stories—one I’d overheard a couple of nurses whispering about months ago—was that I could smell fear on the inmates and got a kick out of it.

I couldn’t smell anything in here except that peculiar hospital odor, but if it were true, I’d be having the time of my life with the panic written all over those four newbies’ faces. Honestly, though, it wasn’t any fun at all. I just kept hoping my shift would end so I could get the hell out, and that until then, those idiot students would at least try not to screw something up.

While I watched the second-year residents briefing the newcomers on a patient’s prognosis, my mind drifted back to the morning.

Logan Turner was a professional I admired, both as a neurosurgeon and for his management as director of NYCH. Still, he never seemed to give up on his endless proposals for me to go back to surgery. I’d told him no more than a dozen times, but he kept insisting. That morning, he’d called me to his office for yet another offer.

The amount was tempting. And obviously, he didn’t buy my answer about being determined to stay a teacher out of pure love for the profession. Because, well... I guess it was obvious to anyone that dealing with that bunch of incompetent, scatterbrained kids wasn’t exactly my passion. Either way, I hoped he’d finally give up on it.

But there was another thing about that morning that I couldn’t get out of my head. And it wasn’t exactly about Logan Turner. Or maybe it was, but indirectly.

His daughter.

Young, pretty... spoiled and petulant. The perfect recipe for disaster.

Honestly, I didn’t care how she’d talked about me to her father. I couldn’t give a damn if Logan Turner took his daughters’ academic grievances to heart and fired me. But he was sensible enough to understand I was just doing my job as a teacher.

One thing I was sure of, though: I didn’t want that girl on my team. Preferably, I’d love never to run into her again.

My shift as a supervisor was winding down, and I was checking the residents’ charts to see if they’d filled them out correctly.

They hadn’t. To varying degrees, every single one of them had left gaps. I chewed each of them out, making clear the consequences that could bring. The last one—and the least wrong—was Aurora Turner, and for the first time, looking at her made me uncomfortable, because her face was identical to her sister’s.

The moment I handed the chart back to her, I noticed she was about to say something, but my phone rang, and I stepped away to answer it.

“Could I please speak with Mr. Sartori?” said the formal female voice on the line.

“Speaking,” I replied, already assuming it was some company trying to sell me something.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Sartori. I’m the secretary at St. Francis. I’m contacting you to...”

My mind seemed to freeze for a second as soon as she said where she was calling from. My heart gave a little jolt while I ran through the possibilities of why they’d be calling me from there, at this hour.

None of them came close to what I heard.

The rest of the call was brief. I hung up and walked quickly to the doctors’ locker room, where I changed. Then I hurried out and headed for the hospital parking lot. I was opening my car door when I heard someone call my name.

“Doctor Sartori, wait!”

When I saw Aurora Turner running toward me, still in her hospital scrubs, I wondered if this was some kind of family persecution. Had the girl followed me all the way out here?

“Doctor Sartori...” she began, stopping in front of me.

She paused briefly to catch her breath. Her voice had a slight accent, the only thing that might tip someone off that she was deaf. I had to admit she was the most promising resident on my team. Not that it was a big deal—you didn’t need to be a genius for that, since I considered all my residents absolutely useless.

“Why did you follow me out here?” I asked, a little impatiently.

I glanced to the side as I spoke, and I noticed it left her a bit confused, since she probably hadn’t been able to read my lips properly. Still, she said:

“I’d like to talk to you about... a research project I’m developing.”

I felt my irritation spike. I didn’t have free time to waste on nonsense.

“Research project?” I repeated with a dry laugh.

She nodded.

“I can send you the details by email. Or hand you a printed presentation. But if you’ll let me give you a quick overview...”

“No,” I cut her off, impatient. “Seriously, kid, do you really think I have time for this?”

“If you’d let me explain my idea...”

“You’re not here to have ideas. Do you think you’re in a position to be presenting research projects?”

She hesitated but held her ground.

“I believe so, sir. I’ve been working hard on it, and I think it could be a valuable contribution.”

“Talk to your father. Maybe he’ll fund it for you. He might even give you a whole lab to play doctor-researcher.”

“Excuse me, Doctor Sartori, but my father takes his role as director seriously. Just as I take my studies seriously. And if I have a project in mind, the right thing is to present it to my supervising professor—which is what I’m trying to do.”

My patience was more than worn out.

I opened the car door and thought about just getting in and driving off. But I still gave the girl one last answer:

“You’re just an intern. You don’t have enough experience or knowledge. When, and if, you reach the level I expect, maybe then we can talk about research projects. Until then, focus on learning the basics. You’ll need them if you want to pass into the residency program at the end of the year.”

With that, I just got in the car and left. I didn’t go home—I went to the place they’d called me from. The secretary’s words from the phone call hammering in my mind.

I stopped in front of the building and got out. As soon as I entered the large courtyard, I saw only two people there. A woman, sitting on a bench next to a nine-year-old girl.

I walked over to them. The woman stood up to greet me, and I returned the greeting, adding a brief apology, which I repeated when I stopped in front of the child.

“I’m sorry, Ruby. I didn’t want this to happen.”

Her brown eyes met mine in silence, then she stood up and started walking toward the exit. I reinforced my apology to her teacher and followed her.

We got into the car in silence and drove home. Ruby didn’t say a single word the whole way, and, well... it wasn’t like I expected anything different. That’s how it had been for the last fifteen months.

Fifteen months, two weeks, and three days. Maybe I was counting.

As soon as we got into the apartment, Ruby went straight to her room. From the living room, I heard the door slam, and I still wondered if that was always accidental or if it was that little girl’s way of letting out her anger.

How could I blame her for that?

My phone rang, and when I picked it up, I intended to reject the call. But I saw the name on the screen. It was Brian Harver, my best friend since med school. He was a few years younger than me—had been my freshman, actually. But we’d shared a room in the dorms when he first started university, and we ended up becoming friends.

“Hey, Patrick. You free to talk now, or are you still at the hospital?”

“I can talk. I’m already home. Had to leave early to pick up Ruby from school.”

“So, I’ve been looking over the surgeon lineup here at the hospital, and...”

“No,” I cut him off.

Seriously, this same crap twice in one day?

“You don’t even know what I’m going to say.”

“Yes, I do. And the answer is no. You know that. You shouldn’t have even tried.”

“Just hear me out. It wouldn’t start until next year—you’d have time to organize your life and Ruby’s.”

“I’m not going back to surgery, Brian. I’m settled on that. And I’m not moving back to Montana, either. I’m established here in New York.”

Maybe not that established. More than a year after buying that apartment, there were still sealed moving boxes in almost every room.

“A surgeon of your caliber shouldn’t be making a decision like this, Patrick.”

“I’m not a surgeon anymore. Right now, I’m a teacher.”

“You hate it.”

“Actually, what I hate is having stupid students, not the work itself.”

“But what do you expect from these kids? They’re still in med school.”

“We were way better than this when we were in med school, believe me.”

“We were above average, modesty aside. Still, I get the feeling you expect too much from your residents.”

“It’s part of being a supervisor.”

“Which, again, is a job you hate. You always loved surgery, Patrick. You’re one of the best cardiovascular surgeons in the country.”

“Why do you want me at your hospital, Brian? You’ve got great doctors there with you.”

“Ever since I took over as director here, I’ve been committed to having the best team possible. Having your name in cardiovascular surgery would be an incredible asset.”

“Apparently, Logan Turner thinks the same.”

“He’s another one of the best in the country. Why does he want you?”

“Probably because he wants stable hours and a quieter life. Same as me.”

“You never liked quiet routines.”

“I didn’t. But now I need one. And you should understand that, Brian. You’re a father. You’re raising a kid on your own, too.”

“You don’t have to go back to the pace you had before, Patrick. But you also don’t have to punish yourself by giving up your whole career.”

I didn’t have the patience for that conversation again. So I just said:

“My answer is no, Brian. Thanks for trying. I’m not going back to surgery. Not at your hospital in Montana, and not here in New York.”

“Alright. I tried. Again. But... you said you left early to pick up Ruby from school?”

Oh, of course... I’d even managed to get distracted from the biggest problem I had right now.

“The nanny quit.”

“What do you mean, quit?”

“She came to work normally, took Ruby to school, but just didn’t pick her up. Since they had her contact info there, they called, and she said she’d gotten another job and told them to call me.”

“Wait... she left Ruby at school and went looking for another job?”

“That’s what it looks like. She must have been doing it for a while.”

“That’s insane. Why would she do it that way?”

“Ruby isn’t an easy kid. And maybe I’m not an easy boss, either.”

The second option probably weighed heavier.

“So what are you going to do now?”

“Find another nanny. In the meantime, I’ll have to take Ruby to the hospital with me.”

“Look... as a father who’s had to do that a few times, I have to tell you—it’s not easy. Hospitals aren’t good environments for kids.”

I knew that.

But what other choice did I have?
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[image: ]




Anna

I COULD TELL THAT, in the end, I’d gotten incredibly lucky.

Because my new supervising physician, Dr. Hall, seemed like a being of pure light, patience, understanding, and empathy. She was a woman in her mid-seventies, a renowned surgeon who had retired from the operating room three years ago to dedicate herself to teaching.

And I was supposed to be happy to be on her team, wasn’t I?

But the truth was, I was still furious about how everything had gone down. The way that man had spoken to me, insinuated I got special treatment because I was the hospital director’s daughter, and then kicked me off his team.

I was so angry that when I left the hospital the day before, I asked Aurora to tell our father I wouldn’t be at the family dinner. I just wanted to go home, take a long shower, and decompress from that awful day.

Now, the next morning, I was back in the hospital. The emergency room was buzzing, filled with the constant beeping of heart monitors, the murmur of patients, and the hurried footsteps of healthcare workers. In the corner of the room, our intern team was gathered in a circle around Dr. Hall, who had just finished with a patient and was now calling us together for a case discussion.

“Can anyone give me the diagnosis for the patient we just treated?” she asked, her eyes scanning all of us.

No one spoke. Apparently, they were all waiting for her to just answer it herself, which I’d already noticed yesterday was something she usually ended up doing.

I was never the type of student who liked to show off by jumping to answer a teacher’s questions. But the lack of initiative from my colleagues was starting to get on my nerves. So I stepped forward and spoke.

“Forty-five-year-old male. Presented with sudden, intense chest pain radiating to his left arm. Also had profuse sweating and nausea.”

Dr. Hall nodded.

“Right. Does anyone else... anyone... have a suspicion about what’s going on?”

Silence again. This time, though, the doctor didn’t seem willing to just give out the answers. So finally, one of the other students answered.

“Based on his history and clinical presentation, it’s probably an acute myocardial infarction.”

“‘Probably’?” the doctor pressed. “Does anyone have another hypothesis?”

Again, no one said a word. She looked directly at me.

“Turner? Do you have any other possibilities to consider?”

Yeah, I did. A few, actually.

“We should also consider a pneumothorax, especially since the patient mentioned the pain started suddenly. Plus, we need to think about aortic dissection, which can cause severe chest pain, and pericarditis, which can present with chest pain that gets worse with breathing.”

She smiled slightly, looking satisfied with the answer.

“And can you tell me what the next step should be?”

I felt every pair of eyes turn to me. I wasn’t used to being the star pupil in any class.

And apparently, that wasn’t even the case. My colleagues were just too damn lazy.

“An EKG to evaluate heart rhythm and check for ischemic changes,” I answered. “Plus lab work.”

“Correct,” the doctor said, and kept looking at me. “And if the EKG shows ST elevation, what would our plan of action be?”

“Start reperfusion therapy as soon as possible. But the priority right now is stabilizing the patient, while making sure we’re sure about what we’re treating.”

“Very good, Turner. Excellent work for your second day as an intern.” She looked at the rest of the group. “Does anyone have any questions or other thoughts on this case?”

No one said anything, so she told us to get back to the ER and put our discussion into action.

As I walked back toward the patient, I heard someone whisper something about “the director’s little girl” being a “show-off.” Apparently, the news about Dr. Logan Turner being my father had already spread.

Like I expected.

I spent a few more hours working in the ER, until things calmed down a little and I could slip out for a coffee. First, I stopped in the women’s restroom, took off my disposable cap, and got a good look at my reflection in the mirror.

“Rory was right when she said this place is a jungle...,” I muttered.

I washed my hands and was about to leave, but I stopped when I noticed something strange in the reflection from the mirror – something in the gap under the door of the handicap stall. Someone was sitting on the floor in there.

Someone small... wearing pink sweatpants with a Disney Princesses theme.

Was it a kid?

I heard a sniffle, like someone crying. Was there a child crying in the bathroom?

A child... alone?

My first instinct was to step out of the bathroom and check the hallway, to see if anyone was around who might be responsible for her. But there was no one who seemed to be waiting for her.

I went back inside and knocked gently on the stall door.

“Hey? You okay in there?” I asked. No answer. “Are you alone? Do you feel sick?”

Again, silence. I took a step back, looking at the gap at the bottom again, seeing the child still sitting in the same spot.

“Why don’t you open the door?” I said.

I didn’t expect an answer so quickly, but I saw her stand up and, a moment later, heard the lock click. I pushed the door open and found myself face-to-face with a little girl.

She was probably around eight or nine years old. She had black, curly hair, brown eyes, and light brown skin. There were tears on her face, but she didn’t look scared. Just sad, and... angry, maybe.

“Hey...” I said. “Why are you in here alone? Where are your parents?” I paused, waiting for an answer. But she just looked at me silently. “Are you sick? Do you feel something wrong?”

The girl shook her head. I pressed on.

“Did you come here with someone who was sick?” She shook her head again. “Does your dad or mom work here, then?” Another pause, and this time, she didn’t answer. I tried again. “Is that it? You came with someone who works here at the hospital?”

She nodded, a little hesitantly.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

Silence. Why wasn’t she talking? A possibility crossed my mind, and I pointed to my own ear.

“Can you hear me?”

She nodded, which ruled out any hearing impairment. She seemed to hear me just fine. But for some reason, she wasn’t answering me out loud. Maybe it was shyness, or just a kid who had learned the lesson about not talking to strangers really well.

“Are you lost?” I ventured. She shook her head. “Are you hiding, then?”

The little girl hesitated, but seeing me still waiting for an answer, she finally nodded. I crouched down in front of her.

“Look, I don’t know why you’re hiding. But I’m sure you have a good reason. So even if you don’t tell me what it is, I’ll make sure no one yells at you for it, okay? But you need to go back. Do you want to tell me who you came to the hospital with?” She looked down. “That’s okay. I’ll take you somewhere safe and make sure they find the person who brought you. All right?”

She lifted her face again, and the sadness in her eyes broke my heart. Something told me this wasn’t just a simple fight with a parent. This little girl seemed to carry a sadness that ran deeper than just a moment of family trouble.

“Look, if you come with me, I promise I’ll make sure no one yells at you, deal?”

I held out my hand, and I smiled when the girl, hesitantly, took it. Then we stood up and left the bathroom together. I planned to take her to my father’s office, since he’d have the means to find out who was responsible for her.

And he’d definitely have a fit about it. Hospital regulations were very clear about children being on the premises with their parents who were employees. That’s exactly why the place had a daycare for employees‘ kids up to six years old. When my sister and I were kids, every time we came to the hospital, it was with our stepmother, never in our father’s care while he was on duty.

Someone was definitely going to be in serious trouble for bringing their daughter to work.

“You’re really not going to tell me your name?” I asked, walking hand-in-hand with her toward the elevator. “I’ll tell you mine. It’s Anna. You know, like one of the sisters from Frozen.” The corners of her lips twitched, and I saw it was almost a smile. “Do you like Frozen? Even though I share a name with Anna, I always liked Elsa better. She’s brave, she’s got attitude... and my favorite color is blue, like that beautiful dress of hers, you know?”

This time, she smiled for real, and pointed to the fabric of her pants. I understood.

“Yours is pink? That’s cool. It’s my sister’s favorite color, too. Do you have any siblings?”

She shook her head, and I was about to say that being an only child must be pretty cool – even though I loved having a sister – but I was cut off by a man’s voice shouting down the hall.

“Ruby!”

We stopped walking and turned around. And to my surprise, it was that man again.

Dr. Sartori.

He hurried over to us and crouched down in front of the little girl, gripping her shoulders.

“Ruby! Where were you? You scared me half to death. Are you okay?”

The girl – who I now knew was named Ruby – nodded, and Sartori let out a deep breath, looking relieved. But he quickly stood up again and turned to me.

“Where were you taking her? What were you doing with her?”

Wait... I’d found his lost little girl, and I still get treated like this?

“She was crying, hiding in the bathroom. I should be asking you what you did to her.”

“Crying?” He looked at her, worried. But then his gaze snapped back to me. “And you, obviously, saw that as the perfect chance to get back at me, didn’t you?”

“What?”

“Are you going to deny you were taking Ruby to your father?”

“Of course I was, but—”

“You could have thought of a less despicable way to screw me over than using a child.”

I was so filled with hate that I wanted to scream at him, call him an idiot, because... was he really accusing me of something like that? I was taking the girl to my father’s office to try and find out who was responsible for her. She was a child alone in a hospital! The correct procedure would have been to take her to the department’s administration, but I wanted to skip steps and speed things up. I didn’t even know he was the one responsible for her. I couldn’t have imagined something like that.

After all, who could imagine that an arrogant, insufferable creature like him could be the father of a little girl who seemed so sweet?

But I couldn’t scream. I couldn’t even talk. It was like my voice got stuck in my throat, I was so furious.

Sartori took the girl’s other hand and pulled her along. As he led her away, Ruby turned her little face back and waved at me. I swallowed my rage so I could smile at her and wave back.
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Patrick

PANIC HAD CONSUMED me when Ruby disappeared.

But what else could I expect, leaving her in the care of two interns? The instructions had been so simple: they’d be excused from their morning duties, as long as they kept an eye on Ruby. All they had to do was watch a nine-year-old girl, just look after her for a few hours. Ruby was a quiet kid, she could entertain herself for hours with a children’s book or some games on a phone.

But those two incompetents had actually managed to lose her. Unbelievable.

Now, the next day, I felt extremely uncomfortable having to bring her back to that hospital with me again. But I didn’t have a choice. I had no babysitter, her classes started at eleven in the morning and went until late afternoon, and my shift at the hospital started at eight. There was no one to leave her with during that time.

Still, I figured it would sort itself out soon. Maybe even today. Not because I thought I’d find a new babysitter right away, but because I’d probably get suspended. Or fired.

Because obviously, spoiled little Anna Turner had run off to tell Daddy that I’d brought a child to the hospital.

As I drove, I glanced in the rearview mirror and saw Ruby in the back seat, distracted by something on her phone. I knew full well that too much screen time was bad for kids, and if anyone asked, I’d be emphatic in saying that no child should have a cell phone at nine years old. But the truth was, I felt hostage to Ruby’s whims.

Because, after all... how could I have the heart to take anything away from a little girl who had already lost so much in her life?

“Hey, Ruby,” I risked, “what do you say we do something together this weekend? We could go to a park, a movie, an ice cream shop, wherever you want.”

She looked up from the screen, meeting my eyes in the rearview mirror for a moment. Then she shook her head and went back to her phone.

I didn’t give up trying to get a word out of her.

“I’m sorry again about yesterday. Actually, I’m sorry about all of this. But this whole situation is temporary, I promise. Today I have to leave you with other people again. Can you be a good girl and not run away this time?”

She shrugged, as if to say “whatever,” but didn’t utter a single word. Which had become her standard response.

I sighed, exhausted by all of it. I didn’t know what else to do anymore.

I was starting to seriously doubt whether keeping Ruby had been the right decision.

But I also couldn’t imagine that there was any right thing in this whole situation.

We got to the hospital, and as always, I met with my team of useless kids who would eventually get their medical degrees.

Well... not if I had anything to say about it. Most of them would probably fail, simply because they had absolutely no business being residents next year.

I gave some instructions and selected three of them (one more than the previous day) to stay put, while I dismissed the others to their tasks. The group that would be working on patient triage dispersed, except for Aurora Turner, who stood rooted in front of me.

“Didn’t you understand what I told you to do?” I asked.

She looked at Ruby for a moment, curious. I hadn’t given any of them an explanation for why I was now bringing a child to the hospital. Not even Aurora Turner. Maybe I should have worried that she’d rat me out to her father, but for some reason, I felt she wouldn’t. Not just because of the extreme respect (or even fear) my interns had for me, but because, in some way, I felt she was a good kid.

Completely different from how I felt about her twin sister, by the way.

“Yes, sir, I understood,” she finally said, looking back at me. “I just wanted to say I emailed you a summary of my research proposal. In case you could spare a minute to look at it.”

“Still on this? Turner, you’re a student, not a doctor.”

“Students can do research too, as long as they have support from a specialist doctor and their project is approved by their attending physician first.”

“Do you know how often that actually happens in practice? Almost never. Because, I repeat: you are still a student. When you get to your residency, you can present whatever projects you want.”

“It’s still a whole year until I go into residency. That’s time that could make a big difference in the progress of a research project.”

“It could be a lot longer than a year, because to get into residency you need to pass. And to pass, you need to follow my orders. And I ordered you to help your colleagues triage new patients. Why are you standing here in front of me instead of doing that?”

She sighed, and I thought she’d given up. But before she turned and joined her colleagues, she added:

“It’s in your email, Dr. Sartori. If you ever get a chance to look at it, I’d really appreciate it.”

How could she be so persistent?

I huffed, already impatient with the whole thing, and looked at the three students I’d asked to stay.

“Today you’re going to look after Ruby for me. I hope you’re more attentive than your two colleagues yesterday who let her wander off and get lost in the hospital.”

They’d all witnessed the lecture I’d given the two students the day before, so they obviously didn’t want to go through the same thing.

After I’d given them all the information about taking care of Ruby, the three of them took her to my office, where they’d stay with her. With that, I could focus on seeing patients and monitoring that bunch of useless students. Until an unexpected visitor showed up in the emergency triage area.

Or not so unexpected.

Logan Turner didn’t come around that often, but I figured he’d want to talk to me today. So it wasn’t a surprise when he came straight up to me.

“Dr. Sartori, got a minute?”

Shit. I was in a terrible mood to have to explain Ruby.

Not that my mood was ever good.

I asked the nearest intern to check the blood pressure of the patient I was seeing and stepped away, followed by Turner. I noticed him glance at Aurora at one point, and she waved at him. A slight, proud smile crossed his face.

“Look, Dr. Turner...” I started, getting ahead of myself. “I know the hospital has very strict rules, but I can’t change what I’m doing right now. I’m sorry if you think it warrants a suspension, but...”

“What?” he interrupted, looking confused. “What are you talking about?”

“What you probably came to talk to me about.”

“The extra budget for equipment?”

Now I was confused.

“What?”

“The hospital board approved extra funding for new simulation equipment for procedures, to be used by attendings for intern training.”

“Oh... equipment?”

“Yes. It’s a request the faculty has been making for a while. So I made a point of coming to tell you all personally, one by one.”

“Oh... right. Well, that’s good news. Is that really all you came to talk to me about?”

“Yes. Unless you have something to tell me. What did you mean by ‘can’t change what I’m doing’? What conduct?”

Wait... his snooty daughter hadn’t actually told him about Ruby? She’d had the perfect chance to screw me over, and she didn’t do it?

My interns wouldn’t tell, because they knew that even if I got fired, I still had enough influence to ruin their lives after they graduated (not that I was actually that petty. But I liked that they thought my main goal in life was to destroy their future careers). However, Logan Turner’s daughters already had a very powerful advantage: their last name. Even I couldn’t hurt them in the future, even if I wanted to.
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