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        Nora Borenstein – third-year medical student
      

      	
        Raj Patel – third-year medical student
      

      

      

      METROGEN HOSPITAL

      
        
          	
        Dr. Angela Perkins – first-year interventional cardiology fellow
      

      	
        Dr. Bradley Pegg – first-year interventional cardiology fellow
      

      	
        Dr. Elizabeth Kandal – general surgery attending
      

      	
        Dr. Kayla Varma – pulmonary critical care attending
      

      	
        Dr. Stella Magi – ENT attending
      

      	
        Dr. Avigyale Molla – third-year pediatrics resident
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      ADJECTIVE

      A procedure or condition with elevated chances of morbidity and mortality. The four stages of risk management decrease the consequences of potential poor outcomes.

      

      
        
        – Netter’s Medical Dictionary for Health Professionals
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      Michael Garrett Harper Jr. glared at his brand-new hospital badge. “Are they serious?”

      Fellow medical student Raj Patel smirked as they exited hospital security. “Wow, stop the code and call time of death!”

      “I’m sure it can’t be that bad,” Nora Borenstein pointed out as she clipped her badge to the front left pocket of her medical student's short white coat.

      “Oh really? How’s yours?” Michael held out his ID. Sure enough, the digital camera had completely messed up his picture. He was out of focus, and his image somehow combined his shirt and his face into a blob.

      “That’s bad,” Nora agreed, since saying more was unnecessary.

      “Maybe it’s because you’re so old,” Raj suggested. “Let’s get away from security before they decide to re-take my picture.”

      “Slow down, kids. You’re moving too fast. Might break my hip.” Michael picked up the pace. Unlike Nora and Raj, who started med school at twenty-two, Michael had been over thirty on his first day. He’d traded his six-figure job and lifestyle for tuition and endless studying.

      Getting their photos taken at Metro General Hospital was one of their last activities before the full hospital assimilation/indoctrination began in two weeks. In the spirit of ‘teamwork and cooperation,’ the med school put four students on a shared team for their entire year.

      The cynical side of Michael suspected the administration did it to simplify scheduling its two hundred students. Which meant Raj, Nora, himself, and Clint Smith would have twelve months of rotations together at the massive teaching hospital MetroGen.

      “My mom said we’re lucky to start on internal medicine because it’s the building block of the other specialties. We’ll have an enormous advantage over people who start in OB when it comes to taking shelf exams for the rest of the year,” Raj rattled that off in a single breath as the child of two Indian internal medicine physicians.

      “We have time to learn,” Nora said, checking the faces of the other med students exiting the security office in vain. “Anyone seen Clint?”

      “Did he come to third-year orientation?” Raj asked. Clint was notorious for arriving late every class, lecture, and study group. Nothing said ‘my parents forced me to go to med school’ like quiet quitting.

      “We’ll see,” Nora replied wearily. “What should we do now? Explore the hospital? Prepare for long, boring electronic medical record training tomorrow?”

      “First, a selfie.” Raj held up his phone in front of them. “Team Gunner starts IM this July.”

      “We aren’t gunners,” Nora protested. Gunner was a med school insult on a student who was willing to undercut fellow students to impress their attendings. Since resident and attending evals counted as three-quarters of a student’s grade, some people took it to the extreme.

      “Speak for yourself. I’m gonna own you both in nephrology,” Raj joked. “I’m on board for studying and getting a jump on the creatinine clearance calculations. Library?”

      The three of them had agreed to study together at the hospital library at least once a week in order to master the millions of skills needed to become a doctor.

      Michael was in no mood to spend one of his remaining free days trapped indoors.“Nah, I’m going to go for a run. Can’t have a heart attack before my thirty-fourth birthday. Keep it up, gunners.”

      Raj waved goodbye and Nora called out, “Not gunners!”
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      “If I have to unpack another dish, I’m going to scream,” Angela Perkins, MD said out loud, trying to ignore the numerous boxes spread across her new row-house. “I’ve unpacked your food, so we won’t starve.”

      A pair of brown eyes looked at her questioningly from a cocked head. “Don’t give me that sad face. You eat way more than me.” Angela’s listener was not impressed and came closer, leaning on her leg. “We will not starve. I mean it. Ui totum vult totum perdit.”

      Taussig, as usual, did not speak Latin or understand that Angela had said ‘he who wants everything loses everything.’

      Ring, ring, ring.

      Her new smartphone urgently requested her attention.

      “Angie, did you move in okay?” Her mother, Kimberly Perkins, asked urgently.

      “Yes, Mom, I moved in.” If that wasn’t precisely true, it was close.

      “Is it snowing yet? Is the river as polluted as I read in the Reader’s Digest?” For the year since Angela had matched into the Interventional Cardiology fellowship, her mom had been full of Cleveland fun facts.

      “It’s over eighty here so the snow belt doesn’t come into play until the winter,” Angela said, and Taussig, her Irish setter, nosed her leg.

      “What about the water? Did you install your water filter yet? Their river caught fire.”

      “Mom, that was fifty years ago. I already checked, and the water here is cleaner than it was in New York City,” Angela answered. Although Angela had lived in the Big Apple for medical school and fellowship, the second she’d left the state, her mother had somehow decided Cleveland was full of unknown dangers.

      Or possibly her mother recognized that Angela was going to enter the MetroGen Hospital and not resurface for at least a year.

      Taussig was on Angela’s side in this. She barked twice and dropped a ball that she had somehow unearthed amid the clutter in front of Angela. This was an excellent excuse to escape. “Sounds like Taussig wants to go out, so I’ve got to go.”

      “Try to call me once a week. Or once a month. Or at least this year.” Angela’s mom was an old pro at Angela’s constant absences while on major hospital rotations. She hadn’t been home for Thanksgiving, Christmas, or Easter in about a decade.

      “All right, puppy. You’ve convinced me. There’s a park outside, and we should use it.” Angela started hunting for the leash. It was time to remind Taussig of the rules of living with a cardiologist-in-training. “Don’t get used to this. Cardiology fellowship is four years, and Pravash isn’t here anymore.”

      Taussig, like her mother, had been pretty tolerant of Angela’s time demands during residency.

      As opposed to her ex, Pravash, an accountant, who had dumped Angela, giving her a full set down for not being ‘present’ in their relationship.

      “I want someone who will be here and think about me, not the hospital every minute of the day. You’re BORING.With how you look, no one would believe being with you was like dating Bea Arthur from Golden Girls.”

      She got it. She was blonde and generously curvy with a set of double-D’s. Most assumed girls who looked like her didn’t read the classics in Latin or spend their evenings curled up with the complete works of Shakespeare, Donne, and Walden. Since she was only five-two and used regular sunscreen, people assumed she was a twenty-one-year-old airhead best suited for the bedroom.

      However, in order to counteract that, she concealed her chest, dressed to blend in, skipped make-up, and became completely boring.

      Yes, her own fiancé had given her an ultimatum—him or her fellowship.

      The choice was simple.

      One ‘nemini cedere’ (yield to no one) later, she’d handed back his engagement ring without regret. He’d never understood why restarting people’s hearts rated as a higher calling than being his wife.

      Also, burning your relationship down in Latin sounded cooler than ‘sorry, not sorry.’

      Taussig, fortunately, did not give a crap about how emotionally or time committed Angela was or whether she should have read more dating manuals and less Virgil. The dog lived in the moment.

      Since Angela was already in her tank top and lounge pants, she tied her yellow hair back and successfully found the leash in a box labeled ‘DOG.’

      Once she was outside, Angela admitted her place here was a big step up from the postage stamp she’d shared with Pravash in New York. Her rowhouse opened right into a park, and it was only ten blocks from MetroGen.

      As per their usual, they started with a walk before Taussig got her endless game of fetch started. There was at least one police station, three Starbucks, a firehouse, and a grocery store within walking distance.

      Not that Angela would go shopping very much. Her program would give her meal tickets to eat at the hospital cafeteria, and she’d seen a Panera partway through her planned work route.

      After making a mile loop, they settled into Taussig’s favorite game – endless fetch.

      She’d chased the ball across the path when—bam—something hit her from behind.

      A handsome, brown-haired, brown-skinned man crashed into her and knocked her to the ground. Angela landed on the grass with a little bounce, twisting her ankle.

      “I am so sorry,” the man stammered. He was a well-built guy, older than her, in a pair of running shorts and a T-shirt. She estimated him to be a shade over six-feet tall and relatively muscular. Running muscular—not ‘bodybuilder who needs to have their cholesterol checked’ muscular. He probably had an excellent ejection fraction. This man was the perfect combination of genes that gave him tight black curls, breathtaking cheekbones, and amazing copper skin.

      If she were interested in that kind of thing, which she wasn’t. Getting out of one relationship this year was enough. Besides, he’d almost certainly find her boring. Maybe she could throw in some more Latin and make it worse.

      “It’s okay,” Angela said. Anything she planned on saying ended because Taussig jumped all over her with the ball. Taussig did not understand Angela was on the ground, thus not throwing the ball; an existential failure—if dogs suffered such things.

      Angela tossed the ball away so she could have some time to compose herself. Silently, she started running through her internal checklist for injuries.

      Arms okay. Back okay. Heart okay. Lungs okay. Mental status boring as usual.

      “It’s not. I should have been paying more attention. I shouldn’t have run over a beautiful woman,” the man said the last line with a hopeful note.

      She rolled her eyes. “Beautiful woman, huh? Why? Do you see one?” Part of her immediately regretted her sarcasm. He was a guy trying to flirt with her. She didn’t need to respond waspishly to a simple compliment.

      Maybe she was so uninteresting that she didn’t have the creativity to do more.

      He didn’t seem offended. “Just because you can’t see yourself. Need a hand up?”

      “No, I’m fine,” she started, then winced. Oh crap. Her left ankle. Pain—two on a scale of ten. Not bad enough to be a sprain, so she most likely rolled it again.

      Sexy-Cheekbones-Guy got on his knees and immediately took off her shoe to palpate her ankle. His hands were warm and large. He had no clue how to do it. Still, he tried, which was cute. “Does it hurt?”

      “Not too much.” Taussig brought the ball back, and Angela threw it again. Experience had taught her she couldn’t convince the dog when it wasn’t a good time.

      He continued to rub her ankle, testing its range of motion. “I’m Michael, by the way.”

      “Angela.” He was still trying to check her ankle, showing a surprising amount of thoroughness because he started examining her toes. Medically speaking, it was unlikely her toes were injured. It was a good thing too, because he forgot to palpate her heel. At least he was making the effort because most guys would have merely said they were sorry and continued their run.

      “Probably not broken. Might be sprained,” Michael advised.

      “Or rolled?” Angela suggested, putting her shoe and sock on again. Her ortho friends had told her to do regular ankle strengthening physical therapy; she’d been slacking. However, she’d skip telling him since being schooled on medical issues made men feel inadequate.  “Time for Taussig and I to call it a day and head home.”

      “Can I help you to your car?”

      “We walked.”

      Still, he reached out a hand and helped pull her to her feet. She immediately flinched, stepping gingerly on that leg.

      “Sorry again,” he said, watching her take a few experimental steps. “Let me help. This is my fault.”

      With her permission, Michael put her arm over his shoulder and put a steady hand around her waist. He seemed genuinely sorry and willing to help her, rather than some ham-handed attempt to maul her.

      And whoever Michael/Cheekbones was, he smelled amazing. Not that she was interested.

      She wasn’t.

      “The dog’s named Taussig?” Michael supported her weight while she directed them toward her row-house, and Taussig barked after them.

      “Yep, she’s an Irish setter.” Angela opted not to explain the origin of the name being a world-famous cardiologist.

      “Is she always like this?” Taussig circled them with the ball, trying to convince one of them to throw it again.

      “Every hour of every day.” Angela got the ball, braced herself against Michael, and threw it again.

      “That’s a lot of energy. I bet a nice jog would help her out. Do you run?”

      “I’ve never been into running,” she said. “I like to take walks with her, and I jump rope here and there.”

      Now wasn’t the time to explain that jumping rope was the perfect cardiac exercise. Usually when fed a medical tidbit, guys found an excuse to disappear.

      It was practically magic.

      “Jump rope sounds like excellent exercise if you’re behind a desk a lot.”

      “What do you do? Desk jockey?” Angela couldn’t help flirting back a teensy bit.

      “I have a degree in Finance and Resource Management,” he answered. “You?”

      In her next words, Angela didn’t precisely lie. “I work in education.”

      “Oh, teacher?”

      “Yeah. I teach.”

      MetroGeneral was the premier teaching hospital for the combined University Hospital-Cleveland Clinic Hospital system. As a fellow, she ranked above the resident doctors and below the attendings, making her the near equivalent of a teaching assistant.

      That counted. It had the word ‘teaching’ in it. She could teach med students if they rotated on her service.She could have medical students rotating on inpatient cardiology service.

      Therefore, she wasn’t lying.

      “Would you consider—” Michael started to ask.

      “Hey, this is my place,” she said. Taussig ran up to the door, setting the ball next to it. Michael grabbed the ball; Taussig helpfully licked his face.

      “Sorry,” Angela apologized quickly.

      “I’ll be okay.” He wiped off his face with the bottom of his T-shirt. “Need any help in?”

      “No. I’m good.” Angela carefully took a few steps up the stairs. Her body reminded her of how strong and masculine his muscles felt.

      It would be wrong almost imagine him naked, particularly since she’d stretched the truth to the breaking point moments earlier.

      “Okay. Once again, I’m sorry. Could make it up to you? Buy you a drink sometime? Or coffee?” This Michael guy didn’t want to let her go without trying.

      It was brave of him to ask her on a date after he’d injured her. Still, there was nothing wrong with dating him. Other than the part where she wasn’t being completely truthful, but it was just a date.

      Nothing committed.

      Because Fellow Angela would be even less interesting than Resident Angela had been.

      But, possibly, Teacher Angela would be very interesting.

      “Ummm… great,” she said. “I’ve got a work project coming up. Rain-check?”

      “Aren’t you on summer break?”

      Oops, guess she hadn’t given him enough credit for being observant. Thinking fast, she responded, “I graduated last month and just moved here from New York City. There is unpacking, and now I have summer orientation.”

      “Why don’t we exchange numbers, and figure something out?” Michael offered. “I grew up here, I can show you around.”

      “I’d like that,” she said. “It’s not everyday somebody knocks me off of my feet.” She opened the door and passed a Sharpie to him—her labeling supplies had been inside one of the first boxes she’d unpacked. He wrote a 216 area-code number on the inside of her wrist.

      His charcoal-colored eyes held hers for a couple of seconds. With how soft his lips looked, Angela caught herself wish he was thinking about kissing her. There was a little bit of a charge between them, magnetic yet muted, potential unrealized.

      “Good to meet you, Angela. Welcome to Cleveland.”

      She went back in, wondering if she’d ever call. Two weeks of orientation to go before starting her first year of fellowship. Her monthly assignments were very call heavy, so she’d be spending a lot of nights at the hospital.

      Not exactly dating material.

      But he was cute.
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      Third-year medical school orientation was intolerable and obviously organized by someone who had never learned how to make a good PowerPoint presentation.

      Or engage the audience.

      Or felt like telling them anything useful, Michael noted.

      In their infinite wisdom, after EMR (electronic medical record) training, one of the major topics the medical school addressed was the dress code. Yes, vast amounts of medical knowledge to absorb, and they dedicated an entire hour to the dress code.

      Maybe it was because they didn’t think twenty-four-year-olds could dress themselves. Maybe they’d noticed most of the class wore pajamas to school every day. They droned for forty-five minutes about what it took for a woman to seem professional—don’t dress too sexy. Three minutes on the men—no jeans and wear a tie.

      The administration should have hired an education major to do their PowerPoint.

      Seriously, they should have hired someone like Angela to do this. She was in education, and, if she got a new job right out of college, she couldn’t be dumb. Michael loved curvy blondes but didn’t like dumb.

      Or cutthroat. His ex, Teresa, dropped him when he’d announced he was quitting his job and going to medical school because she wanted someone who could ‘get ahead.’ Every consequential girl he’d dated had acted either disappointed because he was a student or sure he was a meal ticket making big bucks.

      The droning presentation and Michael’s musings finally ended because a large group of residents showed up at the hospital auditorium to give a separate orientation to each team. Michael guessed they had been bribed with free food. Their resident was a fifth-year orthopedic surgery resident, Dr. Jon Navarro, who was filling his scrub pockets with protein bars.

      “Just you three? Gonna be tough on call nights,” Navarro observed.

      “Clint’s not coming,” Michael said, wondering after that awful presentation if Clint had the right idea.

      “Med school got a fourth-year to cover his night calls,” Raj volunteered.

      “Schedule? Hope you three like each other,” Navarro said between bites of a protein bar.

      Nora passed him a copy of their official team schedule.

      
        
          	
        July/August - Internal Medicine - Renal and Pulmonology
      

      	
        September/October – Pediatrics/Family Medicine
      

      	
        Nov/Dec - Neurology/Psychiatry
      

      	
        Jan/Feb – OB-Gyn
      

      	
        March/April - General Surgery/Plastic Surgery
      

      	
        May/June - MICU/ER
      

      

      

      “Follow me into the MetroGen jungle. I’ll be your tour guide. Ignore me at your own peril.” The Filipino Ortho resident led them out of the lecture hall at a fast clip. “First things first. Ditch the short white coats whenever you can. You’ll be mocked hard and end up as a scut-monkey if you wear them on any surgical rotation.” Navarro meant ‘scut’ as in menial low-level work, like copying charts, emptying bedpans, carrying coffee.

      “Ditch the coats.” Raj repeated, scribbling notes.

      “Wear scrubs. The only other people who wear the short coats are social work and nutrition.”

      Navarro directed them into an elevator. Two navy-clad nurses got on with them and got off on the seventh floor. “Next, know your rainbow. Everyone has a color. Doctors, which includes you wanna-be’s, wear green or light blue. Nurses are that navy blue, janitors are purple, PT’s dark grey, OT’s light grey, Respiratory therapy’s emerald, lab’s cranberry, cafeteria is pink.”

      “Who has the worst?” Raj asked.

      “The nursing students. They wear this awful blood red that we call ‘the tampon squad.’”

      The elevator opened up onto the thirteenth floor. “Welcome home to Lucky 13,” Dr. Navarro waved his arm to encompass the floor. “This is the trainee lounge. Shared eating space and computers to do work are here. Lockers are over there.”

      Next, he showed them the two med student call rooms. Each contained eight bunks for sixteen students and nothing else – not even a desk.

      “Words of advice. Carry your notes on paper with reference books. Do not rely on your smartphone. The Wi-Fi can be horrible here, and your phone will never stop searching for a signal, which kills the battery. When you’re a full grown doctor, you get one of these.” Navarro indicated the in-hospital ‘BAT’ phone on his belt next to a beat-up pager.

      “We still use pagers?” Nora had trouble believing it. “Didn’t the hospital run a campaign about upgrading their tech?”

      “They spent it on new HD TVs in patient rooms. Pagers are highly dependable. Learn how to set the alarm on your pager to wake you up because if you sleep through rounds, the shit will hit the fan. You’ll get PIMPed crazy hard.”

      PIMP stood for ‘Put in My Place,’ a time-honored technique of letting the medical students know they knew nothing by asking them questions until they ran out of answers.

      “Where do the residents sleep?” Michael noticed there was a hallway they hadn’t gone down.

      “Senior surgery residents have rooms on the sixth floor by the OR. ICU has call rooms on the fourth floor. OB and the peds delivery team bunk on the fifth floor to catch babies. Residents are here.” Navarro walked them down the hallway and showed them a resident call room.

      “Four beds?” Nora noted how the resident rooms had individual beds rather than bunks. They got desks with computers too.

      “Yeah, it’s pretty hard to have privacy. If you want to have sex with any other student, you need to find someplace else. I recommend doing a favor for your senior resident to borrow their call room or find a wing that’s under construction. Don’t have sex with residents or fellows. That gets the resident kicked out of the program and you disciplined.”

      “Now that is helpful,” Raj commented. Michael poked Raj’s shoulder because Nora had turned bright red.

      “These are the stairs; they go all the way down to the ER. When you get paged, take them, not the elevator. Attendings and fellows have elevator override codes to commandeer them in emergencies. Psych is a locked unit on the fourteenth floor, so we’re skipping that. Medicine is floors nine to twelve, peds is on seven and eight. Surgery is six, OB and the NICU is fifth, ICU’s are fourth, offices are second and third. The ER, cafeteria, and Radiology are first.” He gave them a brief glimpse of each floor on their descent before returning to their original lecture hall.

      “As planned, we’re back at the auditorium, and it’s only us. So, ask me any question you want.”

      Nora consulted her list. “What time should we be at the hospital every morning? Five am?”

      Navarro swallowed a protein bar in two bites. “Use military time because that’s how the hospital runs so skip the am and pm. Good med students arrive around 0530 to 0600. Gotta stay ahead of the interns and junior residents who arrive at 0600. You’ll pre-round by seeing your patients, gathering labs, and writing your notes to present on rounds. The senior residents get there around 0700 for sign-out from the post-call team so you’d better be almost done by then.”

      “Basically, you can’t be too early,” Michael acknowledged. He’d better hope Angela called him soon or he’d be too burned out to know what a date mean.

      “Definitely not on your surgical rotations. After sign-out, you’ll round with your team 0800 to 1000 and spend the rest of the day doing whatever non-surgical peeps do. Admissions, minor procedures and what-not until 1800 sign-out to the overnight call team. Surgery—we do speed rounds at 0730 and then head right to the cutting.”

      “We’re on nephrology first so I imagine we’ll do dialysis after rounds,” Raj said.

      “Better you than me. I fix bones.” Navarro examined them each for a few seconds. “I want you to keep an open mind about what I say next.”

      The three medical students exchanged glances and nodded.

      “You three are going to get asked endless, inappropriate questions. I’m always asked if I speak English—I was born in Oregon.” He pointed at Raj. “Expect it and live with it.”

      Michael nodded, though Nora and Raj seemed surprised. He’d long accepted he was one haircut away from being identified as a janitor.

      “Really? Still? Guess my parents should have named me ‘Chris’ after all,” Raj said.

      “You should talk less, Patel.” Navarro seemed to have a good time watching them hang on his every word. “You should talk more, Borenstein. And Harper, try to look at least a little more like a scared puppy. Attendings expect you to be less mature and more… malleable.”

      “Any more warnings?” Raj questioned, watching Navarro eat a fourth protein bar.

      “This year is your proving ground. The hospital owns your ass, and you need to work like crazy. Three-quarters of your grade for each rotation will be based on your resident and attending evals. The other fourth is the end of rotation shelf exam. If you get high marks and good board scores, you can pick your specialty—get into a high demand one like Ortho or Derm. You screw this up and you’ll be doing Peds or OB.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with either of those,” Nora protested.

      “They’re easy to get into. Wear a funny tie and Peds will take you. You want a death match? Try to get into Radiology. I don’t make the rules. Don’t worry about the fellowships after residency yet. My applications are in, but that’s too far in the future for you. This year you should maximize your grades and pick your residency. You sink or swim here on your own merit. Hopefully, the three of you can get along without killing each other.”

      “It won’t be a problem,” Nora responded. She was most likely right. It took a lot to get her upset, and from how Michael understood Raj, his personality was so outgoing and bright that he should be unfazed.

      It was Michael who was the X-factor here. Pretending to agree with mindless rank-and-file was not his strong suit. They might indoctrinate kids like Raj and Nora who had never lived in the real world, but it would be different on Michael.

      Nothing ticked him off like bullies and hypocrites.

      Fortunately, Navarro appeared to be the total opposite. And his orientation seemed a hell of a lot more helpful than the bullshit they’d gotten earlier.

      “One more thing,” Navarro stood up. “Beware of cardiology. If surgeons are jerks like me, cardiology’s worse.”
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      “No one will notice if you hide,” Angela told herself one week later. After enduring five days of fellowship orientation and computer training, the fellows were volun-told to attend the new hospital staff mixer in downtown Cleveland.
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