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Getting in was only the beginning! 

Getting into med school was tough but getting through is a challenge all its own! Follow Giovanni's adventures in this complete collection as he grapples with classes, labs, AND the hidden secrets where the twisted worlds of the supernatural and medical science collide:


	
When Giovanni Goes To Med School, he is stunned when his dead patient sits up and starts scolding.


	
When Giovanni Meets A Coven, is it just bad luck or is the curse of the zombie out to get him?


	
Just as Giovanni Joins The Werewolves and is getting used to fur and fangs, his zombie returns!


	
Giovanni Dines With Vampires as they take over the local coffee shops and nobody can get any studying done!


	
Trying to find his elderly patient, Giovanni accidentally calls up Prohibition-era gangster ghosts in Giovanni Haunts The Hospital.


	
Will Giovanni Rest In Pieces, or will he succumb to growing responsibilities, increasing ghosts, & misplaced paperwork piling up in the morgue?




Fully Illustrated! Haunted horrors to make you laugh and recoil all at the same time!
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Giovanni Goes To Med School
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The Med School Series, Volume 1

Copyright © 2016 Kathy Bryson. 

For Elizabeth P., who wanted a romance with zombies, and with thanks to John V. for letting me hijack his career!

Chapter 1

“So, it’s not for everyone, but what do you think? You’d have lots of time to study.” 

The skinny, little guy sitting across from him not only looked like a rat, Giovanni thought, he acted like one too. His beady, dark eyes darted between the desktop, the door, the papers he held in his hands, anywhere but Giovanni, as he nervously licked his lips. Still, he was the morgue manager, so perhaps it was only to be expected.

Realizing the manager had asked him a question, Giovanni smiled more broadly and stalled for time. “Well, it sounds interesting. I’ll have to give it careful thought, of course, but I’m really very interested.”

God, he thought. I couldn’t sound like a bigger idiot. If I wanted the job, I’d be completely screwed. But not knowing what to say to the man slumped dejectedly in front of him, Giovanni just gritted his teeth and grinned more tightly.

The morgue manager sighed. “It’s not that it’s so busy at night; I’d just like to take off once in a while.” He put the papers he clutched tightly in one hand down on the desk in front of him and smoothed them out. Almost sadly, he continued, “Well, if you could let me know in the next day or so, I can start looking for someone else.”

“No problem.” Giovanni leap to his feet and almost upset his chair. He managed to catch it before leaning over the desk to quickly grasp the morgue manager’s hand before hurrying off. “Sorry, gotta run.”

Resisting the urge to wipe his hand on his khakis, Giovanni waited impatiently for the elevator to the upper levels of the hospital. It wasn’t fair to be creeped out by the morgue manager’s limp, damp handshake. The guy probably didn’t get a lot of practice all things considered. The fact he was practically begging Giovanni to take the night-shift job was creepy enough.

Bouncing on the balls of his feet, Giovanni stepped back as the elevator chimed and a police officer, uniformed in dark blue, escorted a middle-aged couple out and down the hall. The woman sniffled into a tissue, and the man kept smoothing his hair.

Now that would be a horrible part of the job, Giovanni thought, but it wasn’t like he hadn’t seen it before. Working as a medical scribe, he was one of the few non-medical employees allowed in the emergency room. He personally didn’t have to deliver bad news to patients or families, but he watched carefully as the doctors did, taking notes for the day when it would be his job.

Punching the button for the ground floor, Giovanni had no doubt whatsoever he wanted to be a doctor. He loved learning about the human body. All the studying for the MCAT had been a pleasure, a reveling in anatomy, physiology, and chemistry. And he sincerely believed he would be a good doctor, even when he was exhausted from the night shift and patients were difficult, even as his cousin Guido reminded him of all the times he’d puked on his uncle’s boat over the smell of fish guts.

“Don’t know how you’ll handle real guts if you can’t handle fish,” Guido had taunted. “What are you gonna do? Up chuck on every poor person who comes in?”

Giovanni suspected this was Guido’s way of being supportive, maybe even a little jealous. Well, no actually, Guido was entirely too self-involved to be jealous. The rest of his family was supportive though, all his aunts, uncles, cousins, and assorted relatives he wasn’t entirely sure of the connection to. They were all supportive. They all told him how proud they were he’d gotten into med school and how he’d have to study, how he was going to be broke, how he couldn’t date, how he’d have no life till he graduated, how he’d suffered through residency, and how he’d probably just get fat, grow old, and die alone. Was it any wonder he’d chosen a college in Atlanta, as far from his loving, caring, demonstrative, demoralizing, debilitating family in New Jersey as he could get?

Shaking his head, Giovanni left the elevator and wound his way through the crowded reception area to the small gift shop tucked in one corner. He had to wait behind a woman fussing about a floral order, but it was worth it for the steaming cappuccino. The cafeteria only carried instant, and the staff room provided dregs that had to have come from a Petri dish somewhere, driving most of the residents to subsist on soda, even as they bemoaned the effect of carbonation on bone density. Considering Atlanta was the home of Coca-Cola, this was probably not surprising, but no self-respecting Italian gave up his coffee.

The staff room was the usual jumble of papers, dirty dishes, and discarded scrubs. Two nurses stood by the sink, talking loudly to be heard over the snores coming from under a heap of blankets on the collapsed sofa nearby. One of the residents was famous for being able to sleep anywhere, anytime. He was also famous for an uncorrected deviated septum. 

In the opposite corner, another physician looked up and grinned. A big man, barrel-chested and pushing six feet, Dr. Perez also had an open smile and kind expression that made him an instant favorite with little, old ladies and small children everywhere. His serious nod while listening patiently to rambling recitations of irrelevant symptoms earned him the respect of both peers and patients less inclined to embrace the medical profession. Giovanni liked him and found him easy to work with. 

“You’re early,” Dr. Perez wondered out loud. “They scare you out of the morgue already?”

Giovanni had to grin at the friendly, quirked brow directed his way even though the joke was uncomfortably close to the truth. “I told them I’d like a day to think about it.”

“Always good to take a moment,” Dr. Perez nodded. He pushed himself up from the table using both hands. “Well, I’m off to set a broken bone. Come along if you like.”

Giovanni hastily gulped most of his coffee and pitched the rest of it in the general direction of the garbage as he followed Dr. Perez out of the room. Lagging behind just long enough to grab an electronic tablet from the nurses’ station, he jogged after the doctor down a long corridor of glass-fronted rooms. When Dr. Perez stopped to talk with a nurse, Giovanni caught up and rocked back on his heels to catch his breath.

“Hi Doc, Hi Gio,” the nurse greeted them, briskly handing off an oversized folder. “The good news is there’s nothing broken. The bad news...” She stepped aside, eyebrows raised, and then headed away down the long corridor.

Dr. Perez glanced inside the folder, his own eyebrows lifting, then he tucked the folder under one elbow and stepped into the small room. “Mrs. Harris, what a pleasure to see you again. But you shouldn’t be in my ER.”

“Oh Doctor,” the little, old lady thrilled. ‘I know you said be careful. But it was just one of those silly things. Rufus was walking so well, really he was, then he went one way, and I went the other.”

Giovanni, in the process of firing up his tablet, caught sight of the panting, drooling giant sprawled near the examining table and involuntarily stepped back. “What the heck...” he started, then caught himself. “I mean, that’s a really big dog.”

“Some kind of mastiff, I believe.” Dr. Perez directed a warning glance over the top of his glasses at Giovanni. Smoothly he went on talking to the elderly woman. “Well, the good news is you haven’t broken anything. You’ve just dislocated your elbow. Wanna see the pictures?”

Giovanni pulled up Mrs. Harris’ file and started taking down the points the doctor told her. Glancing through previous entries, he could tell it wouldn’t do much good. Mrs. Harris was a regular visitor to the ER, largely due to falls, once for bronchitis with an admission for walking pneumonia. She not only looked like the kind of elderly woman a puff of wind could blow away; she was rapidly becoming one. Giovanni discretely peeked into her personal information. One relative, a great-nephew, currently serving overseas. Well, that sucked.

“No, no, I can’t stay,” Mrs. Harris was protesting. “I have to look after Rufus. I promised Jeremy, you see, and he’ll need his dinner, and...” 

“Well, I can’t set this with you awake, Mrs. Harris,” Dr. Perez replied firmly. “And I’m not letting you go home without someone to watch over you after anesthetic.”

“Well, that’s all right,” Mrs. Harris said and patted Dr. Perez’s hand with the one of hers not hanging limply by her side. “I’ll just get my neighbor to give me a ride home.” 

Dr. Perez hesitated. 

“She can’t walk Rufus though. Someone will have to walk Rufus,” Mrs. Harris continued.

Dr. Perez sighed. “Not a problem. Gio can walk the dog while you lie back and let me work.”

Giovanni might have protested, but he caught the tiny frown and sharp jerk of the doctor’s hand down low where Mrs. Harris wasn’t meant to see. “No problem,” he said and smiled as widely as he could.

Dr. Perez rolled his eyes and told Mrs. Harris, “I’ll be right back. I have to make a call.”

Passing him in the doorway, two women in white coats stepped into the room. The older and slightly taller of the two reached out a hand to gently help Mrs. Harris lie down. “I’m Dr. Smith. I’m just going to give you something to help you relax and whoa!” The doctor danced back from where the dog stretched.

“Oh, that’s just Rufus,” Mrs. Harris yawned. “He’s really sweet, you know.” And her head rolled to one side.

Giovanni started forward, alarmed, but the doctor just grinned and showed him the needle she’d so deftly manipulated. “Write it down,” she reminded him.

The second woman in white pushed past Giovanni to help Dr. Smith arrange Mrs. Harris on the gurney. “Does she need general anesthetic for this? Wouldn’t a local be easier?”

“Maybe, but it’s going to hurt like crazy and she’s elderly. Better to make sure she’s comfortable.” Dr. Smith glanced at Giovanni’s tablet. “It’s the minimum dose.”

The second woman didn’t look convinced, frowning down at the old lady on the gurney as she arranged an oxygen mask over her face. She ignored Giovanni, which was fine by him. Even with long, dark ringlets, Astral Williams was scary and intimidating as hell. She was a first-year resident who may have toned down the piercings and tattoos to meet the hospital dress code, but privately Giovanni thought her attitude needed work, even if anesthesiology wasn’t for the faint of heart.

Dr. Perez came back into the room, bustling and energetic. He greeted Dr. Smith with a quick handclasp and nodded at Astral. “Well, let’s get this over with,” he said and reached for Mrs. Harris’ arm.

It probably was a good thing Mrs. Harris was out because it took both Dr. Perez and Dr. Smith to set her forearm back in the joint. Giovanni could see Dr. Perez tried to be extra-gentle, but the force necessary would undoubtedly leave bruises. Dr. Smith commented in a lowered tone, “She’s gonna need follow-up care after this.”

“I know,” Dr. Perez sighed. “I called Adult Protective Services to make sure she comes back.”

Giovanni duly made a note in his tablet, then looked up to see Dr. Perez smirking at him from under lowered brows. 

“In the meantime,” he added, “you can take Rufus for a walk.”

Giovanni almost groaned out loud, but then Astral Williams looked up from where she was checking on Mrs. Harris and said, “Oh my God, she’s stopped breathing.”

Dr. Smith didn’t panic but did step quickly over to the bed to tap the elderly woman gently on the cheek. “Mrs. Harris, I need you to wake up now. Can you hear me, Mrs. Harris?”

Dr. Perez had her other hand in his, looking down at his watch. “Still a strong pulse. Keep the oxygen flowing. That’s it. Note the time, Gio.”

Giovanni watched, mesmerized as both doctors continued working on the still figure. Astral, standing at the head of the bed, darted glances between them and the bank of equipment she monitored. Thin as she was, the tension in her body wasn’t visible until Mrs. Harris gave a choking cough and Astral’s shoulders slumped.

“Easy, easy.” Dr. Smith lifted Mrs. Harris’ head gently. “Just a sip then.”

Dr. Perez glanced almost casually at Giovanni who mouthed seven minutes, happy he didn’t have to say it out loud. 

“Well, you gave us a bit of a scare, Mrs. Harris.” Dr. Perez gently replaced the old woman’s hand across her torso. “Everything’s fine, but I’m gonna insist you stay with us one night. Now don’t argue or you’re gonna hurt my feelings.”

“Silly, isn’t he?” Dr. Smith pulled up the covers and reached down to unlock the gurney. “Such a big guy, but he takes everything so personally.”

“But Rufus,” Mrs. Harris managed.

“Not to worry, Gio’s got him.” Dr. Perez stood back as much as his bulk would allow and let the nurses in. They swarmed like ants around the bed and, like ants, had it moving briskly away down the hall before Mrs. Harris could protest further.

“That was sick,” Astral commented, watching the progress down the hall. She sounded almost indifferent, but Giovanni thought he heard a hint of relief in her flat tones.

Dr. Smith seemed unperturbed. “She got oxygen the whole time. She should be fine, but we’ll watch her.” Looking down, a distinctly wry expression crossed her face. “You’d best get the dog out of here though.”

Dr. Perez grabbed the dog’s leash as the great beast lumbered to his feet. He handed the leash to Giovanni who stammered, “What am I supposed to do with him?”

“Take him to the morgue with you. He won’t bother anybody there.”
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Chapter 2

“WELL, I SUPPOSE HE won’t bother anyone.” The morgue manager, who had the unlikely name of Mr. Lively, looked askance at the large dog resting at Giovanni’s feet. The dog returned his gaze passively, panting gently over the growing puddle of drool between his outstretched front paws. 

“It’s just until I can make other arrangements.” Giovanni didn’t know why he tried to explain. Mr. Lively had been so relieved he’d take the job in the morgue that Giovanni probably could have gotten away with bringing in an elephant. He couldn’t help but feel he should try to be a responsible professional though.

“See, one of the patients upstairs –” Giovanni started, but Mr. Lively cut him off, hands held out in protest, waving them around.

“I don’t need to know,” Mr. Lively almost squealed. “That’s not something I need to know.”

Giovanni might have thought his reaction weird, but mostly he wanted Mr. Lively to stop flapping his hands as they were making him dizzy. It had been a dizzying day anyway. He’d started off with that quick, awkward interview for the night shift clerk at the morgue, then there’d been the awful incident with Mrs. Harris in the ER. He’d spent the rest of the day trying to put it out of his mind, but that turned out to be nearly impossible because every time he got a break, he had to take Rufus out to pee. If Rufus hadn’t been a dog, he’d have recommended him for a diabetes workup. 

He realized that maybe Mr. Lively’s adamant denial was just part of some weird coping strategy though it sounded suspiciously like all the other excuses he’d heard from the nurses about why they couldn’t help with Rufus. Even the lady who organized the pet therapy program had backed away hurriedly when he approached her and that was before Rufus ate someone’s leftover sausage and onion pizza and farted.

So, all together, Giovanni felt he could be excused for being short with Mr. Lively. “Fine,” he nearly snapped. “I’ll look after the dog. Just tell me what else you want, and I’ll get to it.”

Mr. Lively looked hurt for a minute, but then his face brightened, and he thrust a thick binder at Giovanni, nearly shouting, “It’s all in here. Just call if you have any questions.”

Then he was gone, and Giovanni was left standing alone, free to look around the place. He didn’t, of course. He was well aware of what was in the banks of file drawers across the wall of the back room and the only thing that interested him in the front office was the coffee pot beside a small sink on a side counter. Putting a handful of paper towels under Rufus’ chin to soak up the slobber, Giovanni set out to make a cup of coffee.

The coffee ended up cold as he flipped through the manual Mr. Lively left, but that was okay as it was pretty awful coffee, cheap to begin with and stale from being kept in the refrigerator. Giovanni resolved to either bring in some of his own or figure out a way to carry fresh grounds with him. The manual was interesting. The diagrams and descriptions of procedures didn’t bother him as they were pretty much the same as in his textbooks, but the notes on how to collect and process evidence were new and intriguing. In fact, once you got past the part about the evidence being well, dead people, it just wasn’t that disturbing.

“Probably more upsetting for you than for me,” he told the back room, lifting his cold coffee in salute, and then spitting it out again in a hurry.

Rufus looked up with a whine at the noise, and Giovanni occupied himself for a while fetching a bowl of water for the dog. Despite the copious amounts of drool, the dog didn’t seem dehydrated and wasn’t interested in a drink. Instead, Rufus nosed around the front desks until abandoning the search for something edible, then lay down with a sigh and a stretch that pretty much took up all the available floor space. I have to get dog food, Giovanni thought, and propped his feet up to read clinical anatomy. 

Studying went well until Giovanni started to feel cold. The chill was subtle, but steadily pervasive, creeping in from the storage room behind the front office and slowly filling up every corner of the basement until Giovanni was nearly frozen. At first, he just sat up from his relaxed reading position, but when he found himself reading the same paragraph over and over, he took a break. 

Poking around, he found some old hot chocolate powder that barely mixed but was at least warm. He also found a battered space heater he hesitated to borrow until his fingers grew so numb, he could barely fumble the switch on.

The heater worked too well, but just as Giovanni’s legs were starting to burn, it chugged to a fitful stop and then quit altogether. No amount of turning the heater off and on could get it working again, so Giovanni unplugged it and returned it to underneath Mr. Lively’s desk. He wanted to chuck the thing, he was so frustrated, but it wasn’t his to throw. He settled back into his chair, shoulders hunched against the cold, and tried to think who he could call for help, but he hadn’t been at school long enough to have a pool of buddies who owed him favors. 

Rufus slept quietly through Giovanni’s initial attempts to get warm, but once the heater quit, the cold seemed to affect even the dog. At first, he just scrabbled noisily in his sleep, but then, he rolled over and whimpered, pouting muzzle and sad eyes firmly fixed on Giovanni.

“Well, what do you expect me to do?” Giovanni told him. “I don’t have control over the thermostat!”

Then Giovanni felt bad because the dog couldn’t help feeling cold any more than he could, and it was unfair to yell at him. Not to mention, kind of dumb because, after all, Rufus was a dog. Frustrated, Giovanni moved back to his desk and started hunting through the manual for any information he could find regarding the thermostat.

When the first distant ring of a cell phone interrupted his research, Giovanni reached automatically towards his pants pocket, only to remember that one, his scrubs didn’t actually have pockets and two, he left his phone on vibrate while he was in the ER. He looked around, puzzled, until he spotted the neat stacks of bagged personal effects layered on shelves at one end of the room. 

Ah-ha! Someone had screwed up. According to the manual, anything of value or potential significance to a criminal investigation was supposed to go to the Medical Examiner’s office. The only things that should be in those polyethylene envelopes were clothing and the odd shoes or spectacles. Giovanni pushed back his chair and stood up, groaning from stiffness and the cold. When the second phone started ringing, he jumped and when an entire chorus of phones sang out, he ducked behind the desk.

As the carillon died away, Giovanni slowly raised his head over the edge of the desk. That was weird, he thought. Someone must have mixed up all the personal belongings, which meant that piles of soiled clothing had gone to sit in an office somewhere. Giovanni wrinkled his nose at the thought and then jumped as something cold and wet pressed against the back of his neck. 

“Damn it, dog! You sound like an elephant most of the time.” Giovanni stood up again and reached for the dog’s collar as the concert of ring tones began again. They ranged the gamut from popular songs to animal noises, so he almost didn’t hear the simpler, classic thrill of the desk phone. 

Giovanni hesitated and then picked up the receiver. The ringing died away slowly, phones trailing off one by one. “Hello?”

The line was silent for a minute. Then a frail voice wavered. “Rufus?”

Giovanni nearly slammed down the handset but caught himself. “Hello?” he asked again more sharply.

“Yes, hi,” said the voice on the phone, and this time it was younger and firmer. “Is this the morgue?”

Giovanni managed something like “uh.”

“This is ER nurses’ station. We’re spending down a celestial discharge.”

“Huh?” 

“We’re sending you a client,” the voice on the phone repeated a little more firmly. 

Giovanni had to think a moment. “Oh right, you can’t stay dead out loud.”

The voice on the phone switched from dispassionate to irritated. “Just unlock the freight doors.” And the caller hung up.

“Stay, Rufus,” Giovanni ordered and grabbed the keys off Mr. Lively’s desk. Running out of the office, he turned down the corridor away from the elevator he’d ridden earlier that day. At the other end of the corridor, tucked away from public use and public view, was a freight elevator. The double doors facing it opened into the back rooms of the morgue where deceased patients came for final processing. Giovanni unlocked the doors, pushed them open, and grabbed a clipboard with the receiving documents.

The rumble of the elevator arriving interrupted him. It struck him as odd that the elevator didn’t chime like the public use elevator, and he realized he was nervous when such a little detail stood out in such sharp relief. He took a deep breath and tried not to choke on it as the elevator doors opened.

The orderly wrestling a gurney looked like any other hospital employee in pale blue scrubs with the name Fred stitched on the front. Giovanni was so relieved he had to laughed, embarrassed at his reaction. The older man, with dusky skin almost as grey as his hair, gave him an exasperated look and called out, “Grab the door, will you?” as he grunted and pushed.

Giovanni reached out to hold the elevator doors open, then had to tuck the clipboard under one arm as he helped haul the gurney out. It looked empty, just metal legs underneath a white cloth. Only by measuring would anyone not in the know realize this gurney actually sat a little lower than normal. Even though it appeared to be an empty table, the white cloth actually covered a large open space where the body rested. 

“Bloody thing’s worse than the one busted cart at the grocery store,” Fred gripped. “I keep asking for some WD40, but do I get it? No! Can’t do that.”

He pushed the gurney across the hallway, through the double doors, and into the refrigerated room at the back of the morgue. “Well, I’m not bringing my own in, not that it costs much, but it’s the principle of the thing. They should provide proper, working equipment if they want the job done right.” And the orderly nodded firmly at Giovanni.

Giovanni didn’t know how to respond. The morgue seemed the last place to discuss proper working of anything. He silently held out his clipboard to the orderly and tried to smile.

“New, huh?” Fred scrawled something across the bottom of the page and handed it back to Giovanni. “Don’t worry about it. Everybody freaks out at first, but you get used to it.” He waved vaguely at the back wall with its row after row of file drawers that didn’t hold paper. “C’mon, I’ll help you put her away this time.”

More grateful than he could ever express, Giovanni helped Fred maneuver the recalcitrant gurney over to the back wall and nervously unlocked and opened a square metal door. What looked like a file drawer was actually one part of a self-contained refrigeration unit. This was a small morgue according to the manual. Everyone got his or her own drawer but shared a central cooling and backup system unlike the county facility where everyone shared shelf space in a refrigerated room. 

Fred had no nervous qualms and instead had the white cloth whipped off the gurney and the drawer’s metal tray pulled out in one smooth move. “Okay, you lift the feet and I’ll get the head.”

Giovanni looked down and was surprised. The white swathed figure on the gurney looked like a load of laundry more than anything. “It’s so small.”

“Yeah.” Fred carefully angled himself in between the wall and the head of the gurney. He gently slid both hands under the figure’s shoulders, so its head rested on his forearms. “Most of the elderly are by the time they pass. Just wasted away. It’s the fat bastards who die of heart attacks that are a pain. On the count of three, lift.”

Giovanni hurried to slide his hands under the figure’s legs and lifted. The body shifted easily to the sliding tray. Fred stepped back and reaching for the white cloth, began folding it. “Shame really.” 

He regarded the body solemnly and shook his head. “Mrs. Harris was a real nice lady.”

“Wait? Mrs. Harris?” Giovanni’s glance darted between the still figure and the clipboard of papers he held in one hand. “I know her. She was in the ER this morning.”

Fred nodded. “Regular customer. Guess this was her last trip.” He squinted at Giovanni as he put the folded cloth down. “You gonna be okay, son?”

“Yeah, yeah, of course.’ Giovanni pulled himself together. “I just thought she’d made it. She had a dislocated elbow.” His mind skittered away from the memory of Mrs. Harris not breathing as she lay in the ER exam room.

“Well, it happens.” Fred eyed him from underneath lowered brows, and then shrugged. Apparently, he wasn’t going to concern himself any further as he proceeded to wrestle and curse his gurney back into the freight elevator and didn’t even look back or wave as he pressed the button for an upper floor. 

Giovanni did wave, but absently, and hurried back to the morgue as soon as the freight elevator doors closed. He flipped urgently through the paperwork on his clipboard, but there were no patient records included, just blank forms waiting for the morgue manager’s signature to ensure the right body was handed off to the right funeral home. At her age and in her physical condition, Mrs. Harris wouldn’t merit any attention from the medical examiner. She was simply an old lady who had passed as everyone did eventually.

Giovanni sighed and put down the paperwork. He didn’t see where he could do anything more for Mrs. Harris and the hope that maybe he’d done enough started to creep up on him. After all, the other, fully qualified doctors had administered the actual anesthetic. He was probably just feeling indoctrinated guilt from being raised in a large Italian, Catholic family.

Dimly in the background, he heard a mournful howl. Rufus, he thought with an internal eye roll, and it didn’t even occur to him how eerily appropriate it was for the dog to howl just then. Instead, he reached for a pen and the toe tag on the bundle in front of him, determined to ensure Mrs. Harris reached her final rest without mistake. 

The toe tag pulled away. Frowning, Giovanni reached again. The toe tag slid away from him, and he watched horrified as the swathed figure writhed, then sat up. From somewhere behind him, he could hear frantic barking and a high-pitched wail. When he gasped for breath, he realized the wail came from him even as the cocooned corpse bent forward and mumbled, “Sonny, you scream like a girl.”
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Chapter 3

“EXCUSE ME?” INDIGNANT, Giovanni stepped back. He was strongly tempted to reach out and poke the corpse sitting in front of him, but the memory of countless television shows and movies on zombies held him back. Although, he couldn’t remember one where the zombie scolded him in a voice eerily reminiscent of his Nonna Russo. Even his Nonna Bianchi who was sometimes referred to with another name beginning with the letter B hadn’t sounded quite so revolted.

“You don’t get to judge,” Giovanni protested. “You’re dead.” And the complete impossibility of the whole thing hit him so that he reeled slightly. Reaching out with one hand for balance, he felt something wet slide across his fingers, and he yelped.  

“Nope,” said the corpse. “You still sound like a girl.”

Giovanni glared first at Rufus who’d come up behind him and then at the animated cadaver in front of him. “There’s nothing wrong with sounding like a girl.”

“I know that!” The swathed figure began twitching where it sat on the gurney. “I am one. Well, was one anyway.”

Giovanni stared, horrified, as the swaddled bundle convulsed in front of him. The squirming escalated until, with a piercing rent, the sheet containing Mrs. Harris split and she poked her head out, wispy white hair waving like a particularly grotesque caterpillar. 

“There comes a point, young man,” Mrs. Harris fixed a baleful, white eye on Giovanni, “where you stop responding to ‘girl’ no matter how young you feel.”

Somewhere dimly in his mind, Giovanni remembered that proper functioning of the eyeball required moisture to provide oxygen and knew he was just seeing loss of blood circulation and stagnation of the aqueous humor inside the eyeball through a dilated pupil. The visceral, animal portion of his brain, however, didn’t know whether to throw up or scream. 

“It’s not that I mind being considered young,” the ghoul in front of him continued, “but sometimes you have to speak your mind. I’m sorry to say, I am going to have to speak my mind today.”

Giovanni gulped a long, rasping breath, struggling to push a coherent thought past the cold terror overtaking him. This cannot be happening, he thought, even as he managed to gasp, “What do you think is the problem, Mrs., um, Harris?”

“Why, I’ve been waiting forever!” Mrs. Harris’ voice had the high, plaintive tone of an elderly woman, but her head tilted like a little bird as she complained. “It was just a small tumble, so I don’t see why it takes so long to see a doctor. And I can’t wait around all day because I have to look after Rufus.”

Rufus, sitting panting besides Giovanni, barked as if in agreement. Giovanni frowned at the dog, and then had an idea. Taking the pen from his clipboard, he held it out in front of Mrs. Harris. “Um well, we’ll try to hurry. If you could just look at this pen?”

He slowly moved the pen back and forth and up and down as Mrs. Harris’ head followed his movement in exaggerated turns.

“That’s great, Mrs. Harris,” Giovanni encouraged her. “Now if you could follow the pen with just your eyes.”

Mrs. Harris’ head continued in the same sweeping bob like a puppet on a string or an awkwardly jointed doll.

Giovanni swallowed hard. Fixed eye movement or the doll’s head test was an old-fashioned way to check brainstem function or the vestibulo-ocular reflex in coma patients. Mrs. Harris was not, unfortunately, in a coma, but her eyes moved with her head, starting fixedly, and didn’t adjust for balance at all. It was not a good sign. If he’d had a flashlight, he would have bet anything her eyes wouldn’t dilate either.

Steeling himself, he reached out and gingerly placed his fingertips against Mrs. Harris’ throat. She wasn’t particularly warm, but she wasn’t cold either. He found himself fumbling to find her carotid artery, pressing along the jaw line, until finally he gave up, admitting to himself that she just didn’t have a pulse.

Stepping back, Giovanni tried to think what to do next. Obviously, there’d been some sort of mistake. Mrs. Harris couldn’t be dead if she was sitting up and talking to him, but he was reluctant to send her back upstairs without some sort of proof she was alive. Even as he realized it and felt silly for doing so, he hesitated to go against protocol. 

Rufus whined, dragging Mrs. Harris’ attention down to him.

“Oh, poor boy,” she cooed and reached out to pet him, apparently forgetting she was still swathed in hospital linens. She teetered for a minute and then fell off the drawer slider with a startled cry. 

Rufus jumped back and started yelping as Giovanni rushed to catch Mrs. Harris. He missed completely and ended up on his knees, trying to lift the awkward bundle she made. The shroud she was wrapped in started to slide open and Giovanni was embarrassed to find he was holding a woman who was rapidly growing naked. He didn’t even want to think that she’d also grown colder as he hesitated. 

“Why don’t we go get some coffee, Mrs. Harris?” he asked and hoped she didn’t hear the desperate note in his voice. 

“Oh, that would be nice, dear. Maybe we could get some water for Rufus too.”

Giovanni never wished for a gurney as much in his life as he did hauling the frail body of Mrs. Harris back down the hall to the main office. It wasn’t that she was so heavy as much he didn’t want to touch her and he for darn sure didn’t want to unwrap her. She chattered the whole way. She told him all about Rufus and his ‘walkies’ and ‘poopies’ while he grunted his way down the hall and the damn dog bounced along happily, tongue lolling out the side of his mouth as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

Pulling the heavy office door open with one hand while supporting Mrs. Harris with the other, Giovanni managed to maneuver her into the nearest chair. He noted with dismay that she took a moment to settle into the chair, her body resisting bending at the waist. 

“Oh, that’s nice,” she said as she settled back with a sigh. “I’m getting stiff in my old age.”

Please don’t be rigor, please don’t be rigor, Giovanni thought and grimaced a tight smile. He turned to mix the leftover chocolate powder and water from the pitifully spitting coffee pot into mugs while he tried to figure out his next move.

Mrs. Harris was dead. There could be no doubt about that. The words rang in Giovanni’s head and for a moment, he remembered laughing at old movies his mom insisted were ‘classics’ with his cousins at Christmas. Except there was some doubt here. Mrs. Harris met all the criteria for being dead except she was awake and talking. He didn’t know how much longer she could keep it up, but for right now, she was awake and talking.

Giovanni shivered as he thought about what came next in the decomposition process. Then he realized he was growing cold and wondered idly how it was that the office could be so much colder than the storage room. Rufus whined at his feet, pressing up against his legs, and Giovanni patted him absently on the head as he poured water for the dog.

“That’s nice of you,” Mrs. Harris approved. “Not everyone likes dogs. And I do appreciate the drink, young man. I have to admit I am feeling the chill.”

“Hang on, hang on.” Giovanni brought the mugs of powdery water over. He put one in front of Mrs. Harris and rummaged through the desks till he found the faded lab coat he’d seen earlier. He’d been reluctant to wear it, given the number of suspicious stains, but she needed some sort of garment. She just held it, so he pulled it on over one lifted arm at a time, leaving it hanging open over her white sheet. Her face was a faint, pale reflection of the cloud of white cloth. Then he reached over and pressed her fingers around either side of the mug.

Mrs. Harris thanked him with dignity but made no effort to lift the cup. Instead, she frowned down at it as she said, “Now I don’t mean to criticize, I’m sure you’re doing the best you can, young man, but really, you should have just given me my pills earlier on.”

“What pills are you on, Mrs. Harris?” For a wild moment, Giovanni hoped for a pharmaceutical answer, but the hope plummeted.

“Why you should know!” Mrs. Harris managed one wild wave at the jumble of papers across the office desks. “You have the prescription.”

Giovanni took a deep breath. He’d always imagined his first conversation with a patient somewhat differently, but no matter. He could do this.

“The thing is, Mrs. Harris, you came in to get your arm set this afternoon. Do you remember that?”

“Oh yes, that’s right.” Mrs. Harris beamed happily at the dog panting gently at her feet. “Silly Rufus. He so wanted to go for a walk.”

“Right, right.” Giovanni nodded like he was in complete agreement over Rufus needing a walk or else he’d become a bobble head. 

“Do you remember us telling you we had to put you asleep to reset your arm, Mrs. Harris?” 

“No.”

Startled, Giovanni gawked at the old lady. He’d expected more of her high-pitched, wavering affability. This was a definite, flat negative.

“Um, we discussed it. We had to give you an anesthetic and you agreed –”

“I most certainly did not.” Mrs. Harris pulled herself upright and glared at Giovanni. “I am an old woman, young man. I know better than to mess around with anesthetic.”

Her blank, milky gaze was unnerving, but Giovanni stared at Mrs. Harris’ hands in horror. As they rested on the desktop, they slowly darkened and the fingers grew stiff, straightening away from the mug in front of her. Lividity was setting in, the blood settling in response to gravity as it no longer moved throughout the body. He should never have let her sit up, Giovanni realized. Now everyone would be able to see she’d been moved. Patients were not supposed to be moved after he checked them in; the manual was very clear about that.

“Mrs. Harris,” he began desperately. “You did give us permission and we reset your arm. Everything was fine. Dr. Perez just wanted to keep you overnight ­–”

“Obviously not!” Mrs. Harris interrupted. “I don’t know what your definition of fine is, but I don’t call being kept waiting fine. And I’m not about to stay overnight. I have Rufus to look after.”

“But you died!” Giovanni clapped his hand over his mouth even as he heard the words leave in an anguished wail. 

“I most certainly did not!” Mrs. Harris thumped both hands down on the table. Giovanni supposed she was trying to stand, and she actually got to a wobbly vertical, but then eyes widened as she reeled around like a child’s top.

Giovanni realized Mrs. Harris wasn’t just tangled up in the mortuary linens, but that the changes from death starting in her body were making it impossible for her to balance. He dove for her as she keeled over, but Mrs. Harris didn’t appear to understand the situation.

“Get off, get off, get off!” she shrieked and flailed at him with her swollen, bloated hands. “I am not dead! Let go!”

“No, no, we resuscitated you!” Giovanni screamed back, trying to dodge blows and keep from falling at the same time. Mrs. Harris was landing some pretty good wallops. One caught him on the side of the head and left him on his knees, his ears ringing.

Rufus barked and romped around the two as they tangled on the floor, making enough noise to raise the dead even if the dead in question wasn’t already pulling herself over to the door. 

“You just wait, young man,” Mrs. Harris called back over her shoulder, her eyes still not turning toward him but staring in the direction she was determined to go. “When I tell what’s happened, you’ll be lucky to keep your job!”

Giovanni panicked and grabbed for the most familiar thing on the desk in front of him. He didn’t even realize he’d swung until he heard the crack of Mrs. Harris’ skull and saw her body slumped to the ground. Looking down, he saw that he’d picked up his thick, hardbound anatomy book. 

“God, I paid nearly a hundred bucks for this,” he said out loud and slid to the floor, one hand pressed against his eyes, the other clutching the book. 

Rufus whined as he sniffed Mrs. Harris where she lay on the floor. Apparently confused, he sat back on his hindquarters and barked, tail thumping against the floor as he wagged it. When Mrs. Harris didn’t respond, he whined again and cocked his head in Giovanni’s direction.

“Don’t look at me,” Giovanni retorted. “I didn’t kill her.” Then realizing what he’d said, Giovanni started to cry.

“Oh my God, I killed her,” he told the whimpering dog. “Not the first time, but when she said she was going to tell. Oh my God, I killed my first patient!”

Caught up in remorse, his head buried in his arms, Giovanni didn’t notice the dog scooting toward him on its belly. When he felt a wet nose press into his hand, he just pushed it away and cried harder. The nip from sharp canines caught him off guard and startled him out of his anguish.

“What the?” And looking down, Giovanni saw Rufus cringing beside him, tail wagging beseechingly, while the outer edge of his hand reddened around neat puncture wounds.

Chapter 4

Giovanni stared dully at the puncture marks in his hand, too stunned to do more than watch red blood bead up and drip on the floor. Beside him, Rufus whined and cringed, tail thumping in a pathetic plea for absolution.

“Dog!” Giovanni started, and then gave up in exhaustion. He managed to push himself up off the floor, using his other hand for leverage, and limped over to the tiny sink.

Leaning his head against the bank of cabinets, Giovanni let cool water run over his wounded hand and tried not to think about the still figure of Mrs. Harris lying sprawled on the floor, reaching for the door. Rufus panted silently beside her, tongue lolling out, all thoughts of remorse apparently forgotten. Giovanni wondered if Mrs. Harris’ tongue was also extended, then frantically tried to push the thought away.

“Ew, ew, ew, ew,” he chanted softly as he dug out a first-aid kit and applied first antibiotic ointment, then a bandage to his hand.

Then taking a deep breath, but not stopping his unconscious invocation, Giovanni grabbed the edge of the sheet Mrs. Harris was wrapped in and dragged her corpse back down the hall to the cold room. He struggled to lift her onto the sliding rack as he cringed away from actually touching her body, and there was no one else around to lift the other side of the sheet as a stretcher. When he did finally manage to lever her onto the flat tray, Giovanni had to gingerly tuck in the odd hand and fold of cloth before finally sliding the tray home and closing the door in relief.

Giovanni returned to the main office and sat down. He started at the glossy illustrations in his anatomy book but didn’t read it. Instead, he sat frozen the rest of the night, remembering over and over how he checked Mrs. Harris’ vitals and then frantically hit her with his textbook. Tears warred with guilt in his brain between the loss of a perfectly nice woman and the horrifying realization that he’d killed her. A tiny logical part of his mind argued that he hadn’t actually been responsible for her death. A much larger, more heavily indoctrinated part of Giovanni knew he was at least somehow culpable.

“Son, you have got to lay off the coffee.” Mr. Lively was genuinely concerned when he came in at eight the next morning. His grasp of friendly conversation was about as strong, however, as his handshake. He seemed to realize his little joke hadn’t registered and looked away embarrassed.

Giovanni didn’t notice. His eye kept twitching in one corner and his own hands had started shaking to the point where he had to hold his mug in both. He hadn’t actually consumed any of the coffee it contained. He was holding onto it as a drowning man might a lifeline. Now that the night was over, he rose, tottered over to the sink, and carefully poured the coffee out.

“I’m fine,” he told Mr. Lively, not looking at him. “No problems at all. Just a late night studying.”

“Okay then.” Mr. Lively squinted at Giovanni’s back as he gathered his books. “Well, maybe try to get a nap or something before tonight.” He reached out as if to pat Giovanni on the shoulder but pulled his hand back awkwardly.

Giovanni managed a wan grin, a rictus more suited to a death’s head than a young medical student and headed down the hall to the elevator. Rufus followed him, toenails clicking against the linoleum. 

Giovanni knew it was only a matter of time before Mr. Lively discovered Mrs. Harris’ bludgeoned corpse. What would happen then, he couldn’t begin to guess. Which was worse? Losing a patient or molesting the still moving body of a dead one? How the hell could he ask that question? Who could he ask?

The elevator doors dinged open, and Giovanni proceeded automatically across the hospital lobby. It wasn’t until he pushed open the door and Rufus barked a greeting that he realized he’d headed to the staff lounge.

Dr. Perez looked up from his table in the corner. “What is he doing back here?” he asked, gesturing to Rufus. 

Rufus whined, tail fanning gently.

“This is Rufus, Mrs. Harris’ dog.” Giovanni thought he sounded almost normal, but Dr. Perez directed a quizzical look at him. “I’m just taking him for a walk.”

A quick look of chagrin flashed across Dr. Perez’s face, and he continued in a gentler tone. “You don’t know then ...”

“Mrs. Harris passed last night, yes.” Giovanni nodded and headed to the coffee pot. The black sludge in the bottom of the pot barely stirred as he lifted it, but he poured himself a cup anyway. “She came down to the morgue when I was on night shift.”

“I am sorry to hear that.” Dr. Perez sighed and put down the sheaf of papers he held. “I wanted to tell you first.”

“Tell me what?” Giovanni carefully took his cup in both hands and carried it over to where Dr. Perez sat. He didn’t need any coffee, his shaking hands were enough to tell him that, but he was trying to appear as normal as possible. Somehow, he had to let someone know what had happened to Mrs. Harris, but he didn’t know who and he didn’t know how. Dr. Perez seemed like a better choice than Mr. Lively though, so Giovanni carefully eased himself into a chair and set the coffee down.

“About Mrs. Harris,” he started, stumbling over his words. “She seemed perfectly lucid when she first came in.”

“Well, she was,” Dr. Perez agreed. “Mrs. Harris was elderly, but she didn’t suffer from dementia particularly.”

“So, she should have realized she was dead then.” 

Dr. Perez raised one eyebrow at Giovanni. When he spoke again, his voice took on the tone used particularly for small children and slow salesclerks. “I don’t know what she thought after she died because she couldn’t say. She was dead.”

Giovanni couldn’t bring himself to look Dr. Perez in the eye, but felt he had to press on. “Yes, I know that, but when she came down to the morgue, she seemed pretty convinced she wasn’t dead.”

For a moment, Dr. Perez sat perfectly still. Then with deliberate slowness, he gathered the papers in front of him and stacked them neatly, bouncing them on the table to get all the edges lined up. “Son,” he said finally. “When Mrs. Harris went down the morgue, she was dead. She couldn’t have said anything.”

“I know,” Giovanni protested. “I checked for a pulse, for pupillary response, everything! I know she was dead, but she insisted she wasn’t and that she had to go home and walk Rufus.”

Rufus barked in agreement or maybe just in recognition of his name. His tail thumped twice on the floor. Then he lay down with a sigh.

“Well, that explains it then.” Dr. Perez sounded relieved. “You were remembering you needed to take care of Rufus. Your subconscious dreamed or imagined Mrs. Harris spoke to you.”

Giovanni took a deep breath. This was it, the moment of truth. “No, I’m pretty sure she sat up and spoke.”

Dr. Perez shook his head, his grip tightening on his papers. “That’s not possible. Mrs. Harris passed last night. I filled out the death certificate myself.” And he held up the stack of papers he clutched.

Giovanni didn’t hear him. He’d done his best to admit to the horrible events of the previous night, but as he feared, no one believed him. The sound of Mrs. Harris’ skull cracking haunted his thoughts even as the stress of the past night caught up with him and overwhelmed his fragile grip on himself. Tears welled up and spilled down his cheeks.

Dr. Perez sighed and pushed himself to his feet, both hands braced against the tabletop. “Look Gio, you’re a smart guy. You’ve got a great future ahead of you, but you’re gonna have to come to terms with losing patients. It happens and sometimes, there’s nothing we can do to help.”

Giovanni managed a sniffle. “I just feel awful about killing her.”

Dr. Perez winced and patted Giovanni on the shoulder. “You didn’t kill her, Gio. She was elderly and her heart stopped. It happens.” He waved his sheaf of papers. “We can’t just write old age, but sometimes, that is the cause of death. At eighty, ninety years old, it doesn’t matter if you’ve got high blood pressure or peripheral artery disease. The end result is the same.”

That one gesture of sympathy was too much for Giovanni. The trickle of tears down his cheek became a torrent and to his embarrassment, he was now breathing in great, snorting gulps. Dr. Perez kept patting him on the shoulder, but Giovanni waved him off. He couldn’t pull himself together however until Rufus whined and pushed his nose into Giovanni’s crotch.

“Damn it dog!” Giovanni jumped to his feet, but his sudden movement sent his unsipped coffee sloshing over the table. The next few minutes were a scramble to collect papers, but by the time they’d rescued the numerous forms necessary to run a modern medical institute, Giovanni had managed to collect himself enough to ignore the open grin on Dr. Perez’s face.

“Well, I’ve got to get back to work.” Dr. Perez apparently decided to cut Giovanni some slack and was trying to suppress his amusement. “Why don’t you go home and get some sleep? I’ll call someone else to cover your shift today.”

Giovanni was too tired to argue, so he just nodded. At this point, he figured he couldn’t come off much worse, so missing a day of work wasn’t going to make any difference. And maybe he did need to catch up his sleep. Away from the morgue and bolstered by Dr. Perez’s matter-of-fact attitude, he was starting to wonder if he hadn’t imagined talking with Mrs. Harris last night. Deep inside, he knew that was just wishful thinking, but he shoved the thought away.

Focused on cleaning up and acting normal, Giovanni didn’t notice when someone else entered the employee lounge. Dr. Perez turned to greet the newcomer as Giovanni gathered paper towels from under the kitchen sink. When he returned to the damp table, he heard Dr. Perez say, “So Adult Protective Services will be here next week to review how we handled Mrs. Harris’ care, but don’t worry about it. It’s a routine check.”

Giovanni looked up, alarmed, and met the cool gaze of Astral Williams. Doesn’t anything bother that chick? he thought angrily, all his worries about Mrs. Harris jumping up and clamoring for attention again. It was a good thing he hadn’t drunk any coffee, or he’d be throwing it up.

“Do they normally investigate an elderly person’s death?” Astral asked. She didn’t look directly at Dr. Perez as she spoke, but casually waggled her fingers at Rufus. The dog growled low in his throat, but Astral just grinned. 

Giovanni stared at the dog in astonishment but didn’t move to correct him. He’d never seen the animal act like anything more than a big doofus, but if Rufus wanted to play guard dog, Giovanni figured Astral Williams was a good person to start with. Belatedly, he realized the dog might get in trouble if someone saw him or complained, so he reached over and patted Rufus’ head.

“Er, no, Georgia doesn’t have an elder death review policy, but I called Adult Protective Services, so they’re following up.” Dr. Perez darted a worried glance between Astral and Rufus, but the dog seemed to have settled down, only his eyes still intent on the young woman.

“It should be routine,” Dr. Perez repeated, “but you’ll want to rest for this, Gio.” Turning to Astral, he added sternly, “He’s had a rough night. Maybe you could go a little easy on him.”

Astral raised one eyebrow in surprised disdain, but Giovanni had had enough grief for one day. He returned Astral’s scrutiny with a glare just as fierce as hers.

“Okay.” Dr. Perez may have not been receptive to the idea of the dead coming back to life, but he could sense the tension in the employee lounge. “I’m off. You get some rest, Gio, and I’ll talk to you later.” He nodded briefly to Astral. “Ms. Williams.”

Giovanni’s eyes followed Dr. Perez down the hall. Then he looked back at Astral. “You’re not making any friends there, are you?” He couldn’t keep the bitterness out of his voice.

“You seem to be.” Astral’s narrowed-eyed regard was more calculating than accusing, however. “What happened that he’s so worried about you?”

Giovanni would have sworn nothing would induce him to confide in this older, knowing, superior bitch, but before he could say anything, Rufus jumped up from under the table where he’d been lying and started barking. Astral held her position for a moment, but when Rufus switched to a low growl and lunged towards her, she squeaked and jumped back.

“Call him off,” she cried out, laughing. “I give up already.”

“Back off, Rufus! Jesus, dog! Like I don’t have enough problems!” Giovanni shot an embarrassed grin at Astral who just regarded him with another raised eyebrow, this time quizzical. She had a very expressive face, Giovanni realized, even as he heard himself stammering an apology.

“He’s just upset because Mrs. Harris was brought down to the morgue last night.”

“That would be upsetting,” Astral agreed. “Uncanny how they know, isn’t it?” She leaned in towards Giovanni, her browns furrowed in sympathy.

Giovanni found himself leaning back. It wasn’t that she sacred him, he told himself, but she was being too nice too suddenly. Suddenly he had an overwhelming desire to shock Astral, to shake up her too confident approach. “Yeah, especially when their dead person sits up and starts talking. That could upset pretty much anyone.”

Astral settled back on her heels, the narrowed-eyed gaze back on her face. “She came back, huh? What did she say exactly?” 

“Why are you not surprised by this?” Giovanni exclaimed. He turned and hurled the used paper towels into an overflowing wastebasket. The ordinary gesture relieved some of his stress, but when he turned back to Astral, he settled his arms across his chest and fixed her with his own intent stare. “What do you know that I don’t?”

Astral actually laughed. “Oh baby, that is a dangerous question.” Seeing his frown deepen, she relented. “Okay, okay. I’ll tell you what I suspect. But not today. Dr. Perez is right. Today, you need to go home and rest.”

Leaning forward again, Astral took Giovanni’s face in her hands and pressed her lips to his. “There,” she told him. ‘Now you have something else to think about. Go get some sleep.” 
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Chapter 5

GIOVANNI DID SLEEP well because he didn’t have to report back to work for several days. Mr. Lively may have wanted every night off, but the hospital still had to process paperwork for that to happen. Classes were enough to keep Giovanni’s mind occupied and just to be sure, he chugged a glass of wine before dropping onto his mattress at night. His Nonna Bianchi would be appalled at the lack of respect he showed even that vini varietal, but he needed the rest.

Giovanni refused to think Astral’s kiss had anything to do with his ability to relax and he continued thinking that as he got up, got a shower, and fixed a breakfast of scrambled eggs. Rufus got leftover burger and fries Giovanni’s roommate left in the fridge and some yogurt just past the sell-by date.

On the way into work, Giovanni stopped by the grocery store for a bag of kibble, so he was panting by the time he stepped into the front lobby of the hospital. Mastiff-sized bags of dog food were not light although Rufus seemed to approve, judging by the way he danced around Giovanni’s feet, threatening to trip him up several times. 

Giovanni suspected this was Rufus’ way of begging for more breakfast, so he ignored him right up to the moment Rufus started to squat in the hospital lobby. Then he yelped, dropped the bag of kibble, and hustled the large mastiff outside. Crisis narrowly averted, Giovanni returned to the hotel lobby only to find a familiar figure standing sentry over his bag of kibble.

“This package yours?” 

Giovanni frowned, baffled at the man’s brusque tone. He knew this guy, the orderly who’d delivered Mrs. Harris to the morgue originally. Fred may have complained that day, but normally he, and pretty much all the hospital staff, tried to be pleasant to everyone they dealt with. They were all too aware that that person, or someone he or she knew well, might be having a really bad day.

“Uh yeah, it’s for the dog. What’s up?”

Fred sighed and passed a hand over his face. “You got permission to bring that dog in here?”

“I’m headed to the morgue. I work the night shift and I bring Rufus with me because...” Giovanni trailed off, not sure he could or wanted to explain exactly how he came to have Rufus.

“Heck, I’d bring a dog with me too if I worked down there,” Fred snorted, somewhere between amusement and derision. “That was some stunt yesterday, huh?”

“What stunt? What happened?” Giovanni felt his heart lurch but tried to calm himself when he saw the look of surprise on Fred’s face. “Um, I wasn’t here yesterday cause of paperwork and, uh...”

“Yeah, yeah, I get it.” Fred grunted as he bent down to pick up the kibble. Giovanni started to reach for it, remembering Fred’s complaint about fat bastards, but Fred waved him off. “C’mon, I can’t tell you about it here.”

Giovanni scurried after the orderly, Rufus gamboling along beside him. Despite Fred’s best efforts to hurry them along, the big, goofy dog attracted attention, so by the time they’d made it to the elevators and shaken at least one child, the orderly had reverted from helpful back to brusque.

“I’m gonna have to report this, ya know,” he grumbled. “It’s bad enough we got someone stealing bodies, now I got a dog running around.”

Giovanni grabbed Fred’s arm and pulled him to a halt. “Somebody’s stealing bodies?”

His voice wavered on this last question, but the orderly didn’t notice.

“Yeah,” he recited with obvious relish. “Someone broke into the morgue and tore the place up. The manager just about had a heart attack. Ran out screaming the dead were coming back to life.” He shook his head and stepped inside the elevator, face twisted in an appreciative grin as he punched the down buttons on the control panel. 

Giovanni felt his stomach plummet. Fred gestured impatiently, but Giovanni stood frozen outside the elevator doors. Rufus bumped him from behind, then bounded over to plop his butt down beside the orderly.

“Well, c’mon, I haven’t got all day. Let’s get you to work.”

Giovanni still hesitated. “You know, I can go down there myself.” He didn’t actually think he could right at the moment, but he didn’t want Fred hovering over him while he worked up his nerve.

“No, I gotta escort you in. Didn’t you hear me? Somebody broke in and now there’s cops all over the place.”

Giovanni felt his gut release and found he could control his feet once again, forcing them slowly, step-by-step, into the elevator. If there were cops around, then he had nothing to worry about if Mrs. Harris showed up again, right? Except if she did show up again, the cops might see her bashed in skull and figure out what had happened, or at least who had bashed her skull in. Feeling sick, he leaned against the back wall of the elevator and tried to pay attention to Fred’s story.

“I was hauling the linens out like I do every morning when that skinny guy ran out screaming. Didn’t see anyone else, so I didn’t take him seriously, ya know? But when I went in to check, someone had ripped the doors off the drawers and thrown them all over. Freaked me out!”

Giovanni felt himself start to slide down the back wall as a wave of dizziness washed over him. The orderly didn’t seem to notice, just reached over and hauled him upright as he went on with his story.

“The weirdest part was the bodies. There were arms and heads sticking out everywhere like the bodies had started to wake up and walk off. Sheets left trailing and draped all over. Like they were having a party that got crashed and they just froze.” Fred shook his head. “Damnedest thing I ever saw.”

Giovanni found his voice even if it came out kind of weak and squeaky. “Was anything missing?”

“No.” Fred quirked an eyebrow at him. “The manager was screaming about some lady walking off, but that’s ridiculous. Dead people can’t walk. What is it with you medical types?

“Medical student.” Giovanni managed a weak smile. “I’m just a medical student.”

Fred rolled his eyes and opened his mouth as if he had more to say, but just then the elevator doors dinged, so he pushed Giovanni out into the subdued lighting of the basement. Compared to the sunlit lobby, it was the sickly-green, hung-over cousin of the hospital. Giovanni wondered if that was deliberate as he followed Fred to the main office.

If the basement hall reminded Giovanni of a horror film, the morgue itself resembled a nature documentary. Official personnel in baggy white overalls crawled like ants over floor and furniture, wielding cameras and sample collection kits with abandon. Giovanni hastily looked away when he caught a glimpse of what the samples were.

Two uniformed officers stood over Mr. Lively who sat slumped at his desk, his head buried in both hands. He rocked in his chair, moaning softly, and didn’t look up when Rufus bounded happily over.

“Hey big guy.” One of the cops patted the dog on the head, then swiped the drool against his pant leg with a grimace.

“What the heck? Fred, get this thing out of here!” The other cop stepped back hurriedly. 

“Not mine.” Fred shook his gnarled head and pointed at Giovanni. “Came in with the night shift.”

Mr. Lively looked up. “Oh, you’re here. You came back.” Clearly relieved, he added, “I think I’ll head on home early if you don’t mind. Been a long day.”

Giovanni looked at Mr. Lively, swaying in place as he stood, his hands shaking and thought his nightmare couldn’t be anything compared to what Mr. Lively had seen. “Um, are you okay to drive?”

Fred sighed the gusty response of one who knows who’s doing the cleanup. “C’mon,” he said, taking Mr. Lively by the elbow. “I’ll get you a cab. You boys done in here?”

“Yeah,” one cop started, but the other interrupted. “We have some questions for you, Mr. ...” And he peered intently at Giovanni.

Being interrogated was nothing like the cop shows, Giovanni soon discovered. If anything, the officer firing questions at him seemed more intent on filling out the reams of paperwork attached to his clipboard. The questions themselves were pretty standard – who was he, where did he live – and even for the one problematic question – had he seen anything suspicious – he could lie about without blinking.

“I wasn’t here,” he told the cops. “There was a delay in processing my paperwork.”

“Tell me about it,” the cop with the clipboard muttered.

The cops didn’t seem in any hurry, but the other white-suited staff were. They kept glancing at their wristwatches, even as they wove in and around each other in a complex dance made more complicated by Rufus who seemed to think they were playing. Finally, one of the technicians, a pretty woman as nearly as Giovanni could make out under her head-to-toe, polyethylene protective clothing, threw up her hands. 

“Can someone please get this dog out of here?” she cried.

“Sorry, sorry.” Giovanni tried to grab Rufus as the dog danced out of his reach, trailing his lead behind him. He suspected more than one of the technicians were laughing at him, but Giovanni was as eager as they were for everyone to vacate the building, so he chased after Rufus, not noticing as the elevator at the end of the hall dinged again.

“No, no, pookie,” a silly, sappy baby voice rang out and Rufus stopped short. Giovanni stumbled, trying not to collide with the dog, and ended up skidding to one knee. He came to a shuddering stop at Astral’s feet. She smiled down at him with the same brilliant, glittering expanse of teeth as a shark. Rufus actually whimpered as she picked up his leash. “Honey, I thought we talked about letting him run loose.”

“And this is?” The cop who hadn’t taken Giovanni’s statement came up. He had been observing the clean-up in the morgue, arms barricaded across his chest. Where the first cop had been uninterested, this man was considerably more forbidding.

“Um...” Giovanni started, but Astral interrupted with the same dazzling smile and an outstretched hand.

“Hi, I’m in Giovanni’s study group. What’s going on, officer?”

The cop ignored both Astral’s question and her outstretched hand. “I need to see some ID.”

“Uh, maybe we should reschedule,” Giovanni said. He wasn’t sure what Astral was up to, but her sudden shift to friendliness made him nervous. It was almost as unsettling as seeing your former patient sit up and talk.

“Oh no, pookie.” Astral tucked her hand around his arm. “I never get to see you as it is.”

The gesture might have seemed affectionate to a few technicians who grinned, but Giovanni nearly whimpered from the grip Astral had on him. He wanted to protest, but he didn’t see how he could in front of so many witnesses. 

The cop raised one eyebrow. “This is a crime scene. You’ll have to leave.” 

“Okay, officer.” Astral sounded meek, but she kept her firm grip on Giovanni. “C’mon, honey, let’s leave these gentlemen to their work.”

“You can go babysit the backup cooler, in case there’s any new incoming.” The forbidding cop frowned at Giovanni, clearly directing him back to work. “We know where to find you if there are more problems.”

Giovanni regretted his next words, but he had to ask. “There’s a body missing then?”

“That is what we are working to determine.”

Giovanni nodded and pulled Astral’s hand off his arm. Keeping a firm grip, he tugged her to the hallway. “I’ll walk you to the elevator, honey.”

Giovanni could feel the cop watching him as he headed back down the hall. Astral seemed to have forgotten all about them as she stood waiting for the elevator. “This is so wrong,” she told him, back to her normal acerbic tone and volume. “There should have been locks or something on the doors so she couldn’t get out.”

“Shh,” Giovanni hissed. “These aren’t bank safes. They’re refrigeration units. They’re only supposed to keep cold air from escaping.”

“Yeah, sealed with magnetic gaskets for an air-tight seal, but not an unbreakable one.” 

Giovanni spun around and saw the cop had followed them down the hall. 

“Why would anyone break into a morgue?” Astral resorted to the silly baby voice again, but she was not charming the cop.

“Do you know of any reason why someone would break in?” the cop asked, his stare as intent as it was intimidating.

Astral open her eyes wide. “I have no idea. I’m just here for my study group.”

“And yet, you think someone should have been locked in?” The cop’s stare turned the question back on her as much as his words. “Who exactly? And why?”

Giovanni stepped back, not so accidentally stepping on Astral’s foot, but before she could do more than draw in a sharp breath, he said, “We’re in Dr. Perez’s cohort. You could check with him.”

“I’ll do that,” the cop assured him. As the elevator doors opened, he nodded to Astral. “Ma’am.”

Astral glared at him. Then she threw her arms around Giovanni’s neck and deliberately kissed him, open mouth with probably obvious slobber. Giovanni felt his cheeks grow unbearably hot and shoved her away. 

Astral didn’t seem to notice, but cooed, “Bye honey. I’ll see you later.” Then with what had to be a deliberate twitch, she sashayed into the waiting elevator.

Giovanni couldn’t be sure she put particular emphasis on her parting words, but the cop didn’t seem to have any doubt. 

“I’ll walk you to the backup cooler now, sir, and your girlfriend had better not join you later.”

Chapter 6

If he’d thought about it at all, Giovanni would have realized the cop couldn’t really prevent Astral from doing anything short of arresting her, but he was too worried to think of arguing. He meekly followed the officer down the hall to the door of the backup refrigeration unit in a distant closet near the freight elevator. For a moment, Giovanni worried the officer meant to actually put him in the freezer, but instead, the man pulled a chair out of the main office and thrust it at him, leaving Giovanni sitting in the hallway, as abashed as if he’d been told to sit in the corner.

The feeling didn’t last long. There was too much bustle going on and he had to get up several times to pull Rufus away. No amount of scolding could keep the dog from sticking his curious nose into whatever smell attracted his attention and more than once, the oversized mutt threatened to pull him down the hall, chair and all. Finally, in desperation, Giovanni opened the bag of kibble and let Rufus help himself. That turned out to be a mistake as Giovanni discovered when Rufus gave a sudden unexpected heave and re-deposited his undigested kibble on the hall floor.

Scrambling in the janitor’s closet for a bucket and mop, Giovanni caught a whiff of something foul, something worse even than the vomit currently decorating the basement corridor. He tossed aside some soiled sheets to reach the bucket and exited the closet quickly, letting it swing shut behind him.

Cleaning up after Rufus was both disgusting and an exercise in futility. The dog alternated between trying to eat his regurgitated breakfast and roll in it. Giovanni spent as much time pushing him out of the way as mopping. By the time he got the mess cleaned up, the crime scene technicians had wrapped up their efforts and left, most of them giving him a disgusted look on the way out. The brusque officer was blunter. 

“Touch nothing!” he barked. “Don’t even go near that room.”

Giovanni had no intention of entering the morgue again but waited until everyone had left before he slipped into the front office, leaving the bucket and mop lying in the hall. Nothing, not even the grouchy arm of the law, was keeping him from a cup of coffee. Turning the water on, he levered the glass carafe under the flow and held it there.

“Boo!”

Astral’s laugh was more tease than threat, but Giovanni jumped, ramming the carafe into the curved spigot and cracking the pot. For a frantic second, he tried to hold the pot together, and then he dropped the pieces hurriedly as blood welled up between his fingers. “Levati dai coglioni!”

“Well, let go of it. What were you thinking?” Astral still laughed, but she reached around Giovanni and pressed a paper towel into his hand. “What would your momma think if she heard you talk like that?” 

“My mother taught me that.” Giovanni shrugged off Astral’s grasp and reached for more paper towels. Wiggling his fingers, he carefully inspected them. “Well, my Nonna says it sometimes. It’s a good thing I’m not studying to be a surgeon!”

“Oh, don’t be a baby!” Astral began poking around the cabinets. “Apply pressure while I find some bandages.”

Giovanni ignored her. His hand wasn’t badly cut, just a little scrape, but he was more than a little irked and confused over Astral’s behavior. On top of which, he wouldn’t get any coffee with the pot cracked. That really bothered him.

Astral held up a bandage in one hand and a Styrofoam cup in the other. “C’mon, you can’t be mad at me. I’m here to save your bacon.”

Giovanni wavered, then reached for the Styrofoam cup with a sigh. He really needed some coffee, especially if this day was going to continue like it started. The coffee was too sweet, but it was hot and strong. He took another cautious sip and then glared at Astral. “So, what are you doing here?”
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