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Tokyo, December 2025

☼

“Dr Miyamoto? May I interrupt you for a moment?”

Exasperated, Emiko looked up from the medical record she was studying. No! she wanted to growl. But she also felt sorry for her young colleague with her frightened doe eyes. So she suppressed the irritated sigh that wanted to escape her and called through the crack of her office door, which was half open: “Yes?”

Kuniko Tajima, a resident physician who was still new to the internal medicine department at Tamashii Hospital in Tokyo, timidly entered the room and hastily bowed to the chief physician. “I apologize for the interruption...”

“Yes, yes, it's fine!” Emiko waved her off impatiently. “What is it?”

“Well, um... next Wednesday is Christmas Eve, and I wanted to... well... if you agree...”

Emiko closed her eyes in resignation for a moment. Of course. Christmas Eve. It was that time of year again. That annoying Christmas... “You wanted to go out with your boyfriend, am I right?” she asked wearily.

“Um... yes.” The young woman smiled sheepishly and blushed slightly. “We've known each other for six months now, and this is our first Christmas together, so...”

“Okay. Let me see.” Emiko resolutely tapped on her computer keys to bring up the duty roster and agenda for the twenty-fourth of December. “Hmmm!” she grumbled, frowning. “There's really a lot to do. Surgeries are scheduled, and you never know what emergencies might come in...”

“I know, Dr Miyamoto. If I may make a comment...” Kuniko took a deep breath; she was clearly gathering all her courage. “I've already asked around among my colleagues. The late shift is well staffed. Everyone is there. Dr Suzuki said I should feel free to take the evening off. But of course, I still have to discuss it with... with you first.” Her voice grew quieter again, and she cleared her throat nervously. “So if I... um... could ask to be excused from the late shift on the twenty-fourth...” She bowed again to emphasize her request.

“Dr Tajima!” Emiko said sternly. Suzuki, of course. It wasn't the first time she had been irritated by the senior physician, who kept interfering in her work. How dare he tell the resident physician to just take the evening off? Outrageous!

“It doesn't matter at all that the late shift is well staffed. As I said, there is a lot to do on the twenty-fourth. Every hand is needed. So, I'm afraid you’ll have to cancel your date. I'm sorry.” She reached for her highlighter to return to the medical records on her desk.

Kuniko stood motionless for a moment, her eyes fixed on her boss, who seemed completely focused on her reading.

Finally, Kuniko gave another slight bow, muttered, “Understood!” and left the office.

☼

Late in the afternoon, when it was almost dark, Emiko rubbed her eyes wearily and got up from her desk. As she washed her hands at the sink in the corner of the room, she critically examined her reflection in the mirror. Her hair was combed back tightly, not a strand out of place. She nodded with satisfaction. She didn't have time for unnecessary rubbish like trips to the hairdresser. She simply twisted her hair up and pinned it with a clip – done!

Abruptly, she turned away from the mirror. It was time for another inspection round through her department. No one could be left unattended for long here. If she, the chief physician of internal medicine, did not constantly keep an eye on things, everything would fall into chaos. She was firmly convinced of that.

She strode through the corridors, her scrutinising gaze sweeping around. Two nurses, engrossed in conversation, fell silent when they saw Emiko, and greeted her with a respectful slight bow of their heads. Then they hurried on, whispering to each other.

A young male nurse who was attending to an elderly gentleman in a wheelchair muttered a brief greeting. Emiko nodded to him and continued on her way. Her body tensed as she saw the tall, lanky figure of a bespectacled man in his mid-thirties approaching her. Well then! Take the bull by the horns! she told herself.

“Dr Suzuki!” she said in a friendly but firm tone. “I must ask you to refrain from granting my junior colleagues the freedom to do as they please. That is not your prerogative. Do we understand each other?”

The senior physician looked at her, slightly confused. “Excuse me, Dr Miyamoto?”

“I'm talking about Dr Tajima,” Emiko said with forced patience. “You apparently told her that she can take Wednesday evening off next week, just because it's Christmas. That's not acceptable. We have our hands full. Please don't overstep your authority. Thank you.” She walked past her colleague with her head held high.

“But...” The reply stuck in his throat as he stared at the hem of her white coat before it blew around the corner.

☼

Emiko had barely sat back down at her desk when the next troublemaker knocked on the door. It was a young male resident physician named Kenji Sato. In response to her exhausted ‘Come in!’, he entered the office and muttered the usual apology for the disturbance, bowing briefly.
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