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    To Karen J, who came up with the perfect title! 


And with many thanks to everyone who helped Giovanni throughout his journey!

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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“I don’t know what you expect her to do!” The woman standing in front of Giovanni had gotten steadily shriller as she protested, so now her voice was approaching auditory levels only dogs could hear. Giovanni smiled tightly but didn’t try to respond because all of his efforts so far had only gotten him more piercing accusations.

“Do you know how long it’s taken us just to get this far? Do you know how many people don’t answer their phones or don’t call back how, how many secretaries we’ve gone through who just don’t care if someone’s dying and can’t even be bothered to take a message?!” The woman paused for breath, gasping to a temporary halt. 

Giovanni noticed the attending nurse roll her eyes behind the shrieking woman and winced, not wanting to get caught in the endless battle between frantic patient and overworked nurse. His patient, an older woman with brown hair going white, tried ineffectively to stop her companion.

“Rita, that’s enough.” She reached out a hand that had a peripheral line taped to it. It shook slightly, but her other hand rested in her lap, seemingly calmer. Giovanni suspected she was simply too weak to move it without effort.

“I know it’s frustrating, Ma’am,” he started, wanting to help his patient and wanting to be anywhere else at the same time, “but­–”

“They’re doing the best they can,” the older lady continued as if she hadn’t heard him. She lightly patted him on the arm, her fingertips a mere brush of skeletal digits.

Her sister was not pacified.  She actually stomped her foot. “No, Margie, he is going to give us some answers if I have to stand right here all day!”

Giovanni could feel himself growing angry. His head hurt and his jaw ached from where he gritted his teeth. Some of his irritation was just fatigue. Despite having fewer classes, entering clinical rotations in his third year of medical school was exhausting. Even the practice he’d gotten working as a medical clerk or volunteering at the free clinic hadn’t prepared him for the onslaught of demands. Everybody had a question or a comment or wanted something right away. He still worked nights in the morgue sometimes, not because he had to, but because he couldn’t sleep if he went home. His ears just rang from all the noise of the day. The morgue at least was quiet.

The fact that Rita probably had legitimate complaints was equally irritating. Giovanni was tempted to protest himself. Even as a student, Giovanni had to tackle obtaining medical records from outside institutions, following up on tests, and writing up treatment recommendations. And he wasn’t even technically administration or a doctor! But sympathetic as he was to the lady’s complaints about the American medical system, he really couldn’t do much to reform it right now, and Rita was preventing him from doing what he could. 

“Ma’am, I appreciate your concern, but right now what I need is to examine your sister and you’re blocking access to my patient.”

Pulling his tablet up closer to his chest, Giovanni glared at the middle-aged woman who sputtered, but stepped aside. Giovanni kept the frown going, but inwardly he was relieved. It wasn’t like him to come off as tough; in fact, he was surprised he’d been able to pull it off. Deliberately not looking at the nurse who was smirking suspiciously, he forced a smile and pulled the privacy curtain closed. “Hello, ma’am. I just need ask you a few questions.”

Margie wasn’t nearly as difficult as her sister, but Giovanni could tell she was nervous. Since he didn’t have to do more than get her vitals before handing her off to his supervising physician, he left the curtain open enough that she could see her sister. 

“Your name is Marguerite Suarez?” he asked, peering at his chart. “Margie for short? Wait, is your sister also Marguerite? Rita for short?”

Margie nodded, the corners of her eye crinkling to almost shut as she smiled. “Oh yes, my mother couldn’t make up her mind, so my father just picked a name he could remember. My mother was also Marguerite.”

The irate lady outside the curtain rolled her eyes, but his patient laughed, pleased he’d caught what was apparently a family joke.

“That’s crazy,” Giovanni laughed, relieved to be on better footing with his patient. “I’m named after a great uncle myself. Can you stretch out your arm? This might pinch a little, but just long enough to get your blood pressure. Oh, thank you.” This last was to the nurse who silently handed him a fingertip oximeter.

“Your names must have made life easier for your dad,” Giovanni said to Margie. 

This time, Rita laughed outside the curtain. “Not really,” she said. “We just pretended we didn’t know who he was calling.”

Giovanni grinned. “Way to work your dad.

“Are you having any gastrointestinal distress with the feeding tube?” he turned back to Margie. “Upset stomach, diarrhea?”

“She farts like a trucker!” A young voice called from the hall.

“Hush you!” Rita scolded while Margie blushed. “My nephew,” she whispered.

Giovanni couldn’t stop the grin that spread across his face, so he made a show of checking his tablet. “I’ll put down some discomfort.”

“Um,” Margie leaned forward, struggling to lift herself. Giovanni reached out and took her by the elbow to help. “Do you think I’ll need this much longer? I mean, the feeding tube?”

Giovanni was uncomfortably aware of sudden attentive silence from outside the privacy curtain. “It’s hard to say,” he attempted to explain. “It’s gonna depend on how well you continue healing and how your body responds.”

Margie gave him a small, sad smile. “Yes, I suppose. Hopefully, I’ll be fine, right?”

Giovanni looked pointedly at her sister peering around the privacy curtain. “You got a good support system,” he told Margie. “You won’t be fine, you are fine!”

Margie laughed, even as Rita jumped and stepped back for his supervising physician to pull the privacy curtain aside. Giovanni thought again that they need some way to rap on a door jamb except that multi-patient examining rooms didn’t exactly have door jambs.

Dr. Patel held out his hand to Margie. “And how are you feeling today, my dear?” He took the tablet from Giovanni as she murmured, “fine, fine,” glancing at it quickly.

“Fine? Are you sure, Margie?” Dr. Patel smiled warmly, setting the tablet down and pulling up a stool. “Gio says you’re feeling some discomfort.”

“Um, digestive distress,” Giovanni murmured.  

“She farts!” came the voice from hall.

Dr. Patel tried not grin but failed. Coughing, he looked back down at the tablet. “Any pain then?”

“Well, no, not really.” Margie’s attention seemed equally divided between the doctor and the hall. Outside the privacy curtain, Giovanni could see Rita starting to open her mouth.  

“Shall we take a look then?” Dr. Patel interjected smoothly. “Gio will go get your family’s medical history,” and Giovanni found himself outside the curtain holding the tablet.

Giovanni wasn’t sure what medical history he was supposed to get, but he understood he was being dismissed. It wasn’t the most comfortable feeling coming from his supervising physician, but he was pretty sure it wasn’t personal. Every doctor had their own way of dealing with patients, and apparently Dr. Patel’s was to use his students as a block. Still, if Dr. Patel wasn’t as nurturing as Dr. Beverly from his psych rotation, he was still good about sharing information and letting Giovanni take the lead on rounds. And being sent out into the hall wasn’t the worst interaction he’d ever had with a supervising physician. Once he’d actually dropped a snake on one, sending that particular attending physician to his own emergency room. 

Right now, however, he had to deal with Rita. She stood with arms crossed, staring him down. 

“You’ve got our family history,” she said. “I’ve told the nurses, the doctors, everyone who asked over and over everything I can remember about vaccinations, illnesses, my mother, my father, everything I can remember. Read your machine there!”

Giovanni glanced down at his tablet automatically, but Rita wasn’t finished. 

“And since you already have that info, now maybe you can tell me just what you’re doing here.” 

Giovanni opened his mouth and hesitated while Rita carried on.

“You recommended surgery, you recommended chemo, all this treatment that just ended up with her in rehab. Now you’re telling us feeding tube. How long? What are the consequences?”

Giovanni gaped like a floundering fish under the onslaught of the sister’s questions, not so much because he didn’t have the answers, but because he wasn’t sure how much he could share. Somebody somewhere had to have told the family something, following protocol if nothing else, but he hadn’t been part of those conversations, and he didn’t want to contradict what Rita had already been told. She was mad enough already.  Giovanni lifted his tablet, an unconscious wave of surrender, but Rita ground on relentless.

“How is that good care? Just what is it you’re doing here? We haven’t gotten any information, and now we’re back again with more complications, more bills, more things to TRY, and still no answers!”

Even knowing and understanding the woman’s frustration, Giovanni felt himself tense. His shoulders hunched and his head lowered even as he told himself that he didn’t have to answer, he didn’t have to justify himself. It was just an autonomic response to attack, but that thought didn’t help as he scrambled for an answer. 

‘Hello, hello!” a cherry voice rang out.

Startled, Giovanni looked up to see his former boss hurrying down the corridor towards him. Mr. Lively had been the morgue manager until a too-close encounter with vampire-controlled rats had forced him into the psych ward and early retirement. The morgue management had been taken over by the residents supervising students with mixed results. Giovanni had been both relieved of and taken on more responsibilities, but he couldn’t complain since the rats had been his fault – sort-of.

Mr. Lively came up to their small group and held out his hand, beaming. “I heard there was some confusion over your coverage,” he began.

“Uh, Mr. Lively, Rita...” and Giovanni looked down at his tablet, embarrassed to realize he’d been addressing a grown woman by her given name. His nonnas would have thumped him good. “Uh, Suarez. Mrs. Suarez, Mr. Lively.”

“Hernandez,” Rita corrected him. “We only have the same first name.”

Mrs. Hernandez shook Mr. Lively’s hand perfunctorily, her attention and ire still directed at Giovanni.

Mr. Lively surprised her, however. “I’m here to help you navigate your insurance claim,” he said.

Giovanni blinked. He knew Mr. Lively had been reassigned since he was technically not old or insane enough for actual retirement, but he hadn’t realized Mr. Lively had become a patient advocate.  Mrs. Hernandez turned eagerly to him, mouth opening for another impassioned defense of her sister.

“Yes, yes, I agree, the insurance is ridiculous. So many rules,” Mr. Lively responded before being asked. “The thing is to ignore all of them and just persevere. It’s like pushing through a bush. Just keep going and don’t stop to look at the leaves.”

Mrs. Hernandez blinked at him, mouth agape. 

Mr. Lively smiled at her, serene and happy. “Now which of these names  do you recognize?” and he spread a sheaf of forms wide like a hand of playing cards. 

Giovanni stepped quietly back as Mrs. Hernandez and Mr. Lively began plowing through the stack of paperwork. He wasn’t entirely surprised at the man’s efficiency. Mr. Lively had been a good manager, just too nervous for the odd going-ons in the morgue. And Giovanni certainly wasn’t going to interfere with anyone who could actually navigate the morass of paperwork the hospital generated!
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