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“SO, IT’S NOT FOR EVERYONE, but what do you think? You’d have lots of time to study.” 

Giovanni regarded the skinny, nervous man in front of him and, for a moment, felt the oddest sense of déjà vu. He was pretty sure Mr. Lively had asked him the exact same question when he’d first been hired to work in the morgue. Now, Mr. Lively sat perched in a hospital bed wearing a patient gown instead of his usual rumpled button-down shirt and tie. Normally people relaxed a little in bed, even a hospital bed, but Mr. Lively still fretted, his hands pleating the sheets nervously as he peered at Giovanni.

“That would be great, Mr. Lively. I could use the study time ­­– and the cash!” Giovanni laughed a little, but Mr. Lively didn’t.

“I’m sure it won’t be long,” Mr. Lively looked pleadingly at Giovanni. “I’m sure they’ll release me very soon.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Giovanni told him. “Some of the other residents are helping out, so we’ve got it covered.” 

He waved one hand in dismissal and then, realizing his acting ability probably wasn’t that convincing, leaned forward to dig around in his backpack for a clear, glass bottle. “Hey, I brought you something.”

Mr. Lively took the bottle hesitantly. “I don’t really drink, you know.”

“No, no, this is water,” Giovanni urged. “It’s got vitamins and all sorts of nutrients in it. It’s really healthy.”

Mr. Lively looked at it with interest. “It’s got vitamins?”

“Yeah, but no sugar and no calories.” Giovanni pointed to the bright lettering on the bottle that extolled its virtues. 

“Oh, that’s good,” Mr. Lively appeared impressed. “The doctors told me I should stay away from sugar.” He blushed a little. “It aggravates my delusions.”

Giovanni winced, then smiled hurriedly. Mr. Lively’s delusions were a sore point because one, they weren’t delusions, and two, Giovanni felt more than a tiny bit responsible for them. He’d been as shocked as anyone when his patient, an elderly woman named Mrs. Harris, sat up in the morgue, unmistakably dead but very much alive, in his first semester in med school. But by the time he’d dealt with voodoo curses and werewolves, Giovanni had become a little more comfortable with the supernatural, and so while he hadn’t been enthusiastic about it, he’d pursued the vampires that showed up last semester. That’s when he inadvertently exposed Mr. Lively to a world the frail man simply wasn’t equipped to deal with.

“But it has orange in it,” Mr. Lively went on. “That’s got to add calories, right? Orange juice?”

“Oh, it’s zest, just enough of the skin for flavor, but not any of the white bit or pulp.” Mentally, Giovanni thanked whatever cooking channel he’d picked that up from.

“Oh, oh, that’s good,” Mr. Lively said and beamed down at the glass bottle he cradled.

Giovanni laughed a little at himself as he left Mr. Lively, but he couldn’t help but feel better. It was nice to be able to make a difference in the man’s life, especially considering how he’d managed to bring so many monsters into it earlier. Though why the hospital had ever hired someone that nervous to manage the morgue was baffling. Still, Giovanni shouldn’t have exposed Mr. Lively to a vampire vermin infestation. Mr. Lively might have been able to dismiss the sight of the werewolves shifting, but he’d had a hard time shaking off the rats as they swarmed over him.

“So, what’s your assessment, Gio?” The woman who leaned against the nurses’ counter wore a white coat and neat spectacles, but her tousled hair screamed free spirit. Her Birkenstocks could have come straight out of the Sixties, but the kindly look she directed over his glasses made her look more grandmotherly.

“I think he’s making progress, Dr. Beverly.” Giovanni replaced the clipboard he annotated back in its rack at the nurses’ station. “He seems eager to get back to his regular life.”

“I would agree,” Dr. Beverly nodded sagely as she pushed off the counter. “What was the point of the water bottle?” 

“Oh, I just knew he like health drinks.” Giovanni grew embarrassed. “And you wanted him to give up the acai juice, so – “

Dr. Beverly smiled and patted Giovanni on the back. “You did a good job steering the patient, Gao. Too many try to tell someone what to do which doesn’t work. Change has to be the patient’s choice.”

Giovanni turned bright red. “Well, vitamins can’t hurt, right?”

“Vitamins can’t hurt,” Dr. Beverly agreed. “It’s good to be able to identify the patient’s likes and dislikes, to develop some empathy for them.”

Giovanni frowned. “Aren’t we supposed to maintain professional distance?”

Dr. Beverly shrugged. “Just because psychiatrists maintain professional distance doesn’t mean we don’t care. Internists worry about meds and therapy and lab results. We have a personal connection, so we get to know when their birthdays are, what they’re doing on Saturday, like people, like friends. What do you know about your patients?”

Giovanni, who’d started to nod in understanding, stopped, startled. “Um, I work in the morgue, so...”

Dr. Beverly chuckled. “So do you get to know everyone who comes through the morgue?”

Giovanni smiled back, but his thoughts hovered uncomfortably on the families he’d had to escort to claim their loved ones. He didn’t get to know them especially, but he could see and feel their grief. Then there was the incident with Mrs. Harris in his first semester. So sometimes, yeah, he got to know his patients. 

Dr. Beverly didn’t push him for an answer but proceeded down the corridor with Giovanni trailing behind. Other students joined Dr. Beverly, updating her on their patients, the posse growing larger as they wound their way through the psych ward until they resembled a parade. Giovanni flinched, remembering a mad parade of clowns that had chased him through the emergency room once. He noticed the worried face of a watching patient and tried to smile reassuringly. Giovanni didn’t need Dr. Beverly’s training to know how real some torturing demons could be.

He’d asked for Psychiatry as his first rotation so that he could check on Mr. Lively. The erstwhile morgue manager had done a ten-day stay back in the spring when he first turned up in the emergency room, screaming about rats. Since then, he’d been readmitted pretty regularly for observation because he kept insisting the supernatural was real and because the outpatient therapy he was in taught its participants to go to the emergency room when they felt overwhelmed. The hospital didn’t send him to a long-term facility since he was an employee. Either way, they would have borne the expense, but Giovanni suspected that Fred had something to do with the arrangement.

Giovanni had gone to the elderly orderly when he first realized that Mr. Lively was returning to the emergency room instead of to work. He worried that Mr. Lively would be put on meds that were unnecessary and harmful since he wasn’t actually delusional, just unfortunately all too aware of the normally hidden world around him. Giovanni didn’t know what Fred has said to whom, but he was relieved to find that Mr. Lively had been prescribed a holistic approach with physical therapy, meditation, and possibly some job-retraining in his future. It was only a shame that more patients weren’t given the same, though Dr. Beverly had high hopes for writing a definitive paper based on Mr. Lively’s success.

Headed down to the cafeteria after his shift, Giovanni wondered if Mr. Lively would actually be able to return to the morgue. It wouldn’t matter if he couldn’t. The college had adopted a new program in the medical school, an accelerated three-year program instead of the traditional four-years. Students had to select primary care as their focus and stay at the college hospital instead of trying for a match, but they also got through a year faster, which was an enormous savings in tuition and living expenses. Another benefit was that they started their internal medicine rotation by attending autopsies in the morgue. Dr. Kyung decided it would be good for them to understand all the morgue roles from processing bodies to interacting with grieving relatives, so the day shifts were largely covered. Some night shifts remained Giovanni’s even though he too had been moved into the three-year program.

The choice hadn’t been his. Right after the spring semester ended, just as Giovanni was celebrating passing the Level I board exams, Dr. Perez called him into his office. Giovanni hadn’t even realized Dr. Kyung was sitting in on the meeting until he closed the door and took a seat in front of Dr. Perez’s desk. Facing both senior staff, Giovanni swallowed hard and tried to sit up straighter and project confidence.

“I wanted to talk to you about the new three-year program the school is offering,” Dr. Perez began. “I’m thinking it would be a good fit for you. Normally we wouldn’t grandfather a student in, but you have done so much extra work that you’re pretty much at the same point as the accelerated students.”

Giovanni was stunned. He’d been working hard, but he hadn’t realized Dr. Perez was aware of it. It was nice to hear that his hard work was recognized, but he hesitated. “Thank you,” he told Dr. Perez. “It would be nice to get through faster, but I haven’t really decided on a specialty.”

Dr. Kyung, who had been silent, spoke up. “You don’t get a choice. The accelerated program is for general practitioners. You’ll get the same exposure to all specialties, but with fewer hours and faster rotations. The idea is that you have enough experience to diagnose and recommend for your patients rather than prescribe.”

Giovanni started to ask questions but noticed the Doctor Kyung was looking particularly grim, his mouth pinched. 

“You also don’t participate in the national match,” Dr. Kyung continued. “You will do your residency here at this hospital under our supervision. If there’s an opening, you can apply, or you can move to another general practice after graduation.”

Giovanni wasn’t sure how to respond. On the surface, what Dr. Kyung presented sounded great, but there was a distinct note of threat in his voice. Dr. Perez must have heard it to as he shifted uncomfortably in his chair.

“It’s a great opportunity,” Dr. Perez said. “You get to continue the work you’re doing now, but you’re able to finish a year early. That’s a huge savings in tuition, so you’ll be able to get started on your career without as much debt hanging over your head. That’s always a plus.”

There was a moment of silence that got more uncomfortable as it dragged out. Giovanni didn’t know what to say, and Dr. Perez had apparently said all he had to contribute because he started tiding papers on his desk. Just as the tension reached the really embarrassing point, Dr. Kyung softly asked, “Leo, if it’s alright, I’d like to speak with Giovanni alone for a moment.”

Dr. Perez lifted one eyebrow but didn’t have any objections apparently as he lumbered to his feet and left his office without another word.
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