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Fiction: Clinic by Kris Nelscott

The clinic dways has an eerie sllence right around midnight. It's not empty—Lord knows, the placeis
amost never empty—but at midnight, everything seemsto stop: even the speed freaks dow down for
thirty seconds, maybe aminute, an eternity to them.

Me, | look up from whatever I’'m doing, and take note. Usudly I’'m filling out paperwork, or settling
someoneinto the calm center, or cleaning out the bathroom for yet the thousandth time. It' s not
glamorous work here-hell, it’s not even good-paying work—but it’ s gotta-be-done work, if you know
what | mean.

I"ve been doing the midnight-to-three shift Six days aweek since January. I’'m not adoctor, not yet, and
I’'m barely anurse. Kindalike one of those paramedica personne that the paperstak about, although
technicaly | do mostly secretariad work. All the girls do more secretarid than anything, dthough
sometimes we get to assst on the more difficult Stuff.

| want to do hands-on, especialy the tough stuff, but I'm not redlly trained for it. Although Doc Clahorn,
he saysthat we' re better trained than half the surgeons who leave for Vietnam. We know triage and
overcrowding and poor conditions. We see junkies by the dozens and starving kids and more barely
living teenagersthan | want to think about.

And we see alot of them at night, because people get scared at night, and they comefloating inthetrip’'s
bad, the dream’ s bad, the junk is bad—expecting usto help.

We can't dways help though. And even though | knew that, | didn’t really know that, not until the Friday
beforelast.

#

That Friday, | got in about 11:40, carried my bike up the stone steps to the back of the old Victorian
someone converted just after the war—the one my Dad says was ared war, not what he callsthis police
action in some hot country that doesn’t gppreciate our guns and muscle. | stashed my bikeinthe
basement supply room, and changed clothes for the second time in an hour. My nurse’ suniform stays at
San Francisco Generdl, but | learned long ago not to wear clothes | vaue at the clinic. | put on a peasant
blouse that was just alittle too thin, blue jeansfilled with wear holes and frayed on the hems, and combat
boots, literaly. | got them a Army Surplus, and found they were the best for whatever came into the
clinic or got spewed down its hdlways.

| made it upstairs right before the midnight quiet, and stood in the halway between reception and the
cam center, looking at the candles just like the junkies do, and thinking thisis about the most interesting
lifeagirl could ever have. There were three people in the calm center, two covered in blankets even
though it wasn't a cold night, and one rocking to and fro, hands folded, head bowed. They dl looked
maleto me, but | couldn’t exactly tell. It was dim in there—candles only—and even those seemed alittle

pae.

A dtreet kid named Judy dept on the couch in reception-no one ever had the heart to turn her away—and
avolunteer who cdled himsdf Holiday was taking information from along-haired girl who, from the smell
of her, hadn’t bathed in days. Two boys | didn’t recognize played cards near the coffee machine, and a
hoodie named Klepto sat on the bean bag chair, flipping open, then closing his switchblade.



All the exam room doors were closed, but the lights were on, meaning doctors and/or patientswerein
each one. | didinto the chair next to Holiday, and asked, “Busy night?’

1] Na[\/_”

Busy here was different than busy at the hospital. Busy here meant patients lined up out the doors, and
some speed freak crashing in the cam center, and half adozen hippies on bad trips crowding the
halways.

The girl handed Holiday her filled-out chart—haf the information would be faked, no matter how good the
volunteer was at getting people to talk—and glanced at Klepto. Then she moved toward the coffee
machine, saring at the donationsjar and the Sign beneath it which read in Day-Glo letters:

The Clinic needs bread to survive. So give up alittle bread every time you have a cup of joe.
She squinted at it like she didn’t understand it, and | wondered what she was on.

“Y ou dmost done with your shift?’ | asked Holiday.

He shook his head. “1 switch to janitor now that you're here.”

So that he could deep once the bathrooms and exam rooms were clean. Sleep in the basement, next to
my bike and al those moldy newspapers from the former owners.

Weweren't supposed to provide crash space, but we couldn’t help it. Sometimesit wasimpossible to
say no.

Holiday got up from reception, leaving me there, and headed toward the back. | turned on the radio, and
spun the did till | found KSAN. Someone had |eft it on adweeb station, messing with the naturd order
of thethings, and if it continued, I’d have to leave anote.

Big Brother and the Holding Company came out of the speakers, Janis Joplin's boozy voice diding over
the noteslike she’ d invented them hersdlf. I’ d seen her at the Fillmore and was shocked at how very
smdl shewas, certainly not big enough to hold avoice like that. I’ d seen her outsde the clinic too, buying
junk, and | wondered how come someone like her needed stuff.

The front door banged and Soldier Bob came inside. He wrapped his army jacket around hisbig ches,
then rubbed his hands together.

“Fog’scoming in,” he said to me, by way of greeting.
“I think it followed me from SFG.”

He grinned and poured himself coffee, careful to stick anickel in the donations can. The boys on the floor
moved so that they wouldn't be near him, and the girl huddled in on hersdlf. Klepto clutched his
blade-closed—and eyed Bob asif he didn’t know what Bob would do.

Nobody knew what Bob would do, that’ s what made him so effective. He was tall and broad, but his
‘fro and the scars that ran across his cheeks scared even the toughest of hoodies. He didn't take crap
neither, which was why Doc Steve kept him on the door most nights.

Soldier Bob didn’t get paid-he was on disability for avariety of things only Doc Steve knew about—but
he was always here, sometimes more religble than the folks like me, who actualy got pieces of the grant
money that kept this place running.



“Y ou want some?’ Bob asked, holding up his styrofoam cup.

| dwaysdid when | got here, and | dways held off. If | started, then | wouldn't be able to deep when |
got home, and | was't getting enough deep asit was. I’ d get home somewhere around four, watch the
sun come up through my apartment windows, and hope | could doze off around eight or so. If | was
lucky, | dept through to my dlarm at one, but sometimes | was up before noon, pacing, heading onto the
street mysdlf, looking for abit of excitement before the work dragged mein again.

“Thanksbut no,” | said.

Hisgrin got wider. | liked hisgrin. It made those scars|ook like something ritual instead of something left
by the shrapnd that got him sent home from Nam in the first place.

“I dunno how you doit, girl,” he said, “aways so cheerful no matter how late. I’ d be barking peopl€e’s
heads off if | done as much asyou.”

“What's shedo?’ Klepto pocketed his knife, pretending disinterest.

My stomach clenched. He was here for me-he had been made that clear off-and-on the last few
weeks-and | was having none of it. No one d even tel him my name, and someone aways made sure
my bike and | got far away before Klepto went back onto the street.

“She come here every night,” Bob said, “and put up with assholeslike you.”
| had to look down so that Klepto wouldn’t see my grin.
“Y ou got some problem tonight, or you just here to harass the women?’ Bob asked.

Klepto held up hisleft hand, which had been in his pocket the entire time. A filthy bandage was wrapped
around it, and it looked like something was 0ozing from undernegth.

Then | caught the smell: rotted and foul. Infection of some kind. My eyeswatered.
“Y ou check inwith Holiday?" | asked.

“Hewrote my stuff down, handed it to Doc Steve,” Klepto said.

“Hetel the doc you smell like Svamp Thing?’ Bob asked.

Klepto raised hischin. “1 ain’t one of those stinkin’ street people.”

“Thewound,” | said. “Or whatever it is. It' sinfected.”

“No shit, Sherlock,” Klepto said. “Why’d you think I'm here?’

To harassme, | thought, but didn’t say nothing about it. Because if he had alegit reason to Sit on that
bean bag chair, | wasn't gonnaargue with him.

Judy sighed and rolled over, her arm flopping toward the floor. Shewas just abitty thing, and if she'd
cometo SFG, we d've handed her over to socid services. But here, we weren't supposed to truck with
the Man. Confidentiaity no matter what was the thing. So no socid services, no listsfor the police, and
nothing for the parents who' d been calling since the so-called Summer of Lovelooking for their missing
kids.

Every night | saw Judy adeep on that couch, wearing the same ratty army jacket that Bob'd given her in



March when shefirst showed up, her bare feet black with street goo, | wondered where she came from
and who was missing her.

Because it was pretty clear to me, even if no one else seemed to truck to it, that she was deeping here
because it was the safest place in avery scary neighborhood, maybe the only place that’ d made her feel
wel come since she ran away from home.

“Y ou gonnatell Doc Steve I’ m gtill waiting?” Klepto asked me.

| started. Bob frowned at me, then headed back to the door, giving methe signd: If he troubles you, Bob
sad thefirgt time he gave methat look, you find meright away. I’ [l show him who' sthe Man around
here.

| nodded to Bab, just to show him | remembered, then said to Klepto, “| thought Holiday checked you
in”

“An hour ago,” Klepto whined. For aguy who made hisliving on the street, sdlling everything from STP
to smack and who knew how to use that knife like a paintbrush, he whined alot.

“When he getsdone, I'll let him know,” | said. Then | organized the check-in sheets, double-checking
that we had as many sheets as we had patientsin the waiting room. Jefferson Airplane was blaring
through the speakers now, and | shivered alittle. | took my one and only trip to the Airplane-another
concert, thisone at the Avaon Ballroom—and I’ d accidentally drank some L SD-spiked punch. That was
before I’ d ever beento theclinic, so | didn’t know about the calm center where someone could talk you
down no matter what was going on, and I’ d ridden my bike home, seeing phantoms and demons
screaming a me in the fog and waving their tentacles from the windows of cars.

| don’t know how | made it to my apartment or how long it took to get there. | do know | was afraid I'd
get fired from my work-study job for missing aday without reporting, but sudents were doing that al the
time by then, so | got a pass.

That was nearly two years ago. It wasthe scariest night of my life, and nothing, not even aknifefight in
the bathroom here at the clinic, fresked me out more. | never voluntarily touched any junk, and | no
longer drank stuff people just handed to me, not even people| trusted like Soldier Bob. But | waskinda
grateful for the experience. | understood, on some deep level, what the kids who staggered in here
shouting thet their bodies were on fire, were going through.

Findly, the door to the nearest exam room opened. Doc Steve came out, clutching a chart. He stopped
inthe hall, scribbled something on the outside of the chart, then waited.

A biker came out of the room, dipping hisleather vest over his bare chest. Hisright arm waswrapped in
bandages and his face was pae.

Doc Steve, haf the biker’ s size and one-third hisweight, just stayed in the hal, like he awayswrote his
notes on flimsy cardboard folders while standing right there. | knew what he was doing because | seen it
before. He was guarding the way to the supply cabinet, just in case the biker’ d heard we had drugs on
premise,

“You'll comeback?’ Doc Steve asked. “1'll need to take the stitches out in two weeks.”
The hiker nodded.

Then Doc Steve handed him a prescription paper—something we don't do alot—and said, “Hydrogen
peroxide. 1t'll keep thewound clean. | wrote it down for you. Y ou can get it at any drugstore.”



“Nothing for the pain, man?’ The biker seemed confused.

Doc Steve shook his head. “It’ s not serious enough that you' Il need anything heavy. Just keep it clean,
andyou'll befine”

The doc’ s been here from the beginning, and he was thefirst to learn that guys like that biker would cut
themselves up just to get pain med prescriptions. Then they’ d get the meds, cut them up and split them
between abunch of capsules, and sdll the diluted stuff on the black market. Or mix the medication with
something ese, like powdered cleaner, and we' d see the results right here afew nights later, kidswith
some kind of poisoning bad enough at times that we had to send them to areal emergency room.

Wetry to be responsible. The county’ strying to close us and the other free clinics down, and they’re
looking for any excuse. Doc Steve spends his days at the UC Medical Center, and he says more drugs
get stolen from there than anywhere else. But those places get to stay open. Us, we get closed down if
there are too many junkieslined up on the street, waiting for treatment.

The biker left, grumbling about the hydrogen peroxide, and Doc Steve came into reception. He put his
hand on my shoulder like he does every night, and squeezed dightly like he does every night, and |
grinned a him like | do every night, even though | wished he'd stop. I’ m not one for being touched—at
least not by aguy who'sinterested in me and I’'m not interested in him. But | knew part of the move was
for Klepto, a possessive thing to show Klepto who he' d messwith if he ever got too close to me, and
that | kinda appreciated.

“What' vewe got?’ Doc Steve said by way of greeting.

| handed him Klepto's chart, and the doc raised his eyebrows at me. “He' s got a bandage on his hand,
and Soldier Bob saysit smdlslike Swvamp Thing.”

“Waell, we can’t have that, can we?’ Doc Steve said with that heartiness he dways used for patients he
didn't like.

“I been waiting an hour,” Klepto said.
“It'sjust me and Clahorn tonight,” Doc Steve said. “ Sometimes we get backed up.”

I”d been there for nearly ahalf an hour, and I hadn’t seen Doc Clahorn yet. | liked him better than Doc
Steve. Doc Clahorn didn’t try to go dl cool on us. He wore histie and his lab coat and his black
horn-rim glasses, but he didn’t judge anybody. He just saw all the patients asiif they were just asgood as
the rich folks he saw at his practice downtown.

Doc Steve took Klepto to the back. Judy snorted in her deep. The two guys kept playing cards, like
nothing had happened, and the girl sat on the edge of her seat, staring at the edge of the desk likeit held
the secrets of the universe,

I”d guess she was on mushrooms or LSD, just from the way she was acting. But I’ d learned long ago not
to ask if someone was here because they were having a bad trip. Sometimes the words “bad trip” were
enough to trigger one.

So | grooved as KSAN added some Dylan to that night’ srepertoire, and prayed, like | dwaysdid, for a
quiet shift.

Didn't get it.

Not five minutes later, the front door banged open and some girl came in, wearing three layers of



ponchos and swinging apackagein her arm like it was ashield that’ d ward off the Devil. Soldier Bob
hurried after her, looking panicked for the first time since | met him, and he grabbed for the package,
swearing every time he missed.

The girl was screaming nonsense words. Judy woke up on the couch, and the guys stopped playing
cards. They moved away from the coffee machine-maybe afraid it would fal on them in the middle of all
this-and the other girl, the one that’ d been studying the desk, let out amatching scream of her own.

| got up and went for the girl closest to me. | figured Bob and the poncho-lady could settle their score on
their own. | wrapped my arms around the other girl, who was bent in haf, handsto her long brown hair,
screaming and screaming, and | dragged her into the cam center.

She nearly knocked over abunch of candles. But Rick was toward the back, apparently working with
those three other junkies, and he came to the front of the room and pulled this girl from melike she' ssix
yearsold.

She' s blubbering now, and I’ m rubbing her back, and we' re both trying to get her to take a breath—one
amplelittle breath—that just might be the first step to cam.

“Got her,” Rick said to me over her sobs. “ Sounds like shit' s going down. They probably need you.”

| didn’t need to betold twice. | been through this more timesthan | can think about—except it' susualy
the speed freaks who' re screaming the place up.

Which didn’t mean the girl outside wasn't one. And if she was on meth or STP or some other kind of
upper, she might be extra strong too.

| headed back out, meeting Holiday in the hdlway. He was clutching his cleaning bucket likeit had dl his
wegponry. He grinned a me-some of the folks who work here are red adrendine junkies-and then he
flanked me as we headed into reception.

Thetwo guyswere huddled againgt the wall, heads down. The girl was till swinging her whatever and
Bob'seyeswere as big as his mouth as he kept reaching for the thing.

“Get her,” he said when he saw us. “ Get her!”

Holiday dropped the pail, and we both charged forward. | did under those swinging arms, and dammed
againg her belly—which was surprisingly hard-and Holiday went for her feet.

We knocked her off balance, but Bob didn’t catch her like he was supposed to. Instead, he grabbed the
thing in her hands.

She went over like alinebacker, damming againgt the floor with a thud that must’ ve echoed through the
whole neighborhood.

“Jesus.” Holiday shot Bob aglare. “What' re you thinking, man?’

| crawled forward and checked to seeif her head was bleeding. Nothing that | could see. Shewas
breathing, too—good thing, since the last thing we wanted was a patient dying of some random
head-injury because she cameto the free clinic for help.

We still weren't in the clear, but it was astart.

“Hey!” Holiday said to Bob. “1 wastaking to you.”



But Bob was't listening. He cradled that baggage in hisarmslike it was something precious. | stood up,
off to get Doc Steve or Clahorn, whoever wasn't too busy, when | caught alook at Bob' sface.

It was tear-streaked.

He extended the package to me, and that’ swhen | redlized it wasn't no package at dl. It had eyes, a
nose, and alittletiny mouth, dl in askeleta face.

“It'sdive” hesaid, andin hisvoice, | heard relief.

| took the baby from him, unwrapped enough of the swaddling to determineit was agirl and shewas
filthy, too-thin, and too sick to cry. She smdlled of filthy digpers and dirty adult skin—typica junkie' s
baby. I’ d seen too many of those down here too.

| carried her to Doc Steve' s exam roomH didn’t care if Klepto was dying of gangrene; someone had to
look at thislittle thing first—and opened the door. Klepto had hisarm on the silver table, Doc Steve onthe
other side of him, suturing him up. Klepto gave me asurprised look, and Doc Steve frowned.

| didn’t say anything, just brought her to him. Doc Steve set the suture needle down, washed hishandsin
the nearby sink, then peered at her little face—

—and yanked her out of my aams so fast, | nearly fell over. He ran with her toward the door.
“What about me?’ Klepto yelled.

“She'll take care of you,” Doc Steve said as he disappeared down the hallway. He was heading toward
our only well-equipped care room—as close to a surgery aswe could have in thisbuilding. The docstried
to keep it empty for momentsjust likethis.

“She?” Klepto said softly, asif he knew the doc couldn’t hear him.

“Me,” | said with more bravado than | felt. The smell of that baby lingered on me. There was atouch of
spit-up on my arm. | shivered—some things still shook me, and uncared-for babies were one of them—-and
walked to the sink.

Asl| lathered up, | heard Klepto's chair dide back. “You ain't no doc,” he said.

“I don’'t haveto be.” | patted my arms dry with paper towelsjust like the docs had taught me. “Thisis
something even you could do.”

He was standing now, the suture needle hanging, literaly, by athread from hisarm. The cut wasalong
jagged one. Doc Steve had obvioudy cleaned it, and had been trying to get it to heal up.

“St,” | sad.

Klepto grinned. “I so love it when chicks boss me around.”

| normally would' ve objected to theword “chick,” but | didn’t here. | tried to be professional, even

though there was some yelling coming from the calm center, and Bob' s voice, sounding edgy and
frightened, coming from reception.

Like awar zone, Old Doc Hartspall at SFG had said when he told me about the free clinic. He' d been
trying to talk me out of coming here, trying to talk me out of medicine redly, because he thought girls
should stay home, have babies and take care of their men.



Likeawar zone. And in war zones, the docs worked no matter what was going on around them.
| glared at Klepto. “Sit,” | said again.

Thistime hedid, and put hisarm back. | grimaced as| pulled the suture thread out from under his skin.
“It'snot sterile any more.”

He shrugged. “Judt finish.”

Instead, | grabbed some rubbing alcohol, and resterilized the thread asbest | could. Then | took the
needle, dropped it into asolution, and got another needle from the drawer. If | was going to finish this, |
would finishit right.

The cut went deeper than it initidly looked. It ran along the back of hishand, somehow missing dl the
important Stuff.

“You'relucky thisdidn’t hit anything vita,” | said. “'Y ou might’ ve lost the use of your hand.”

“Doc Steve said that.” Klepto wasn't looking at meas| sewed. | kindaliked suturing. That’s where my
traditiond femininetraining hit the medica training. Nice, neat stitches, making sure everything fit just so.

“Y ou wannatell me how this happened?’ | was't just making conversation. | was curious how the
wound got infected so fast.

Even though we couldn’t go to any authorities, we could advise our patients on how to avoid high-risk
behaviors. Sometimes, we even made a difference.

“I told Doc Steve | forgot,” Klepto said, still not looking at hisarm.

“Isthat true?’ | asked.

“For now,” Klepto said. “Y ou go out with me tomorrow night, maybe I'll tell you something different.”
“Gottawork tomorrow,” | said, tying off the stitches. Then | got the scissors and cut the thread.

| glanced over my shoulder. No Doc Steve. More shouting, though, and a couple of new voices. Thought
| even heard Doc Clahorn getting involved.

“Y ou don't know how to finish thisup?’ Now Klepto was watching me, and he was looking worried.
“I don’t know what Doc Steve planned,” | said. “I’'m gonnaask him.”

“How about going out when you get off work?’ Klepto asked.

I’d learned not to tell him | was going to go to deep or to bed or even home. Hisinnuendo never quit.
“I'm never off work any more,” | said with amore redigtic sigh than | wanted.

Then | headed into the hall. Rick had hisarm around Bob and was leading him back to reception. Bob
shot me adeep frown, and | frowned back at him. How come hewasn't at the door?

And Rick shoulda been in the cam center. He had at least five patients; he shoulda been watching them.

| peered into reception. The two guys were gone-maybein Doc Clahorn’ s room, maybe they split when
things got dicey. Judy had gone back to deep. Shelooked very small on that couch, al curled up, her
knees almost pulled to her chest.



Then | went toward our main care room. | pulled open the door, only to see both docs bent over that
very tiny form. They were working so hard, they didn’t even seeme.

| pushed the door closed. Doc Steve wouldn't care about Klepto' s wound, not now, maybe not much
before he came in. Klepto was chronic, and hard to avoid, and difficult even on good days.

| went back to hisroom, deciding to pretend I’ d talked to Doc Steve. It gave me more authority. |
cleaned the wound one more time, then wrapped it in gauze, and taped the bandage closed.

“You an't gonnado nothing se?’ Klepto asked.
“Y ou come back tomorrow night,” | said. “Doc Steve |l figure out what to do then.”
“I'll just wait for him now,” Klepto said.

“He said tomorrow.” | made sure | used the same kind of quiet authority the doc did. “1t’ s better that
way.”

“Some emergency, huh?’ he asked.

| nodded, just once, trying not to think about how light that baby had beenin my arms. Most babies,
when you hold them, are solid little crestures, with pliable skin—-llmost like that plastic skin on the baby
dollsthey sdll these days. But this baby was al bone and fabric, itslittle body so fragilethat I’ d been
afraid to even hold it close without harming it.

“Y ou gotta keep that redly clean,” | said, nodding at his bandage. “No dirt, no nothing onit. We'll
change the bandage tomorrow, but if it getstoo filthy, comein the morning. Someon€ |l take care of it.”

“Or what?’ Klepto asked.

“Or that infection’ |l spread.” Then | frowned. “ Doc give you ashot aready?”’
“Nopainkillers,” Klepto said. “I heard him talking to that biker.”

| smiled. “ Penicillin shot. He do that?’

Klepto held out his other arm. There was afresh track in the inside of the elbow. “ He was gonna give me
pills”

Here, | couldn’t dispense those. And | didn’t want to go near the supply closet with Soldier Bob acting
weird, Rick away from the Calm Center, and both docs attending that baby.

“Either come back in the morning, or when Doc Steve gets here tomorrow night. The first shot should
hold you until then.”

“You got it, gorgeous.” Klepto grinned a me, asideways grin that made him look like the teenager he
probably was. Y ou could amost see the possibilitiesin him when he grinned like that—what he would' ve
been like before he went al psycho.

But | remembered the thousand times he’ d smiled at me when the grin didn’t even make his eyes. Those
times, he’ d sent little shivers of fear through me, no matter how hard | tried to ignore them.

Sometimes | wondered if Klepto was a hoodie because he was psycho, not that he became psycho after
the drugs and the life of crime, like Doc Steve believed. Sometimes | wondered if people didn’t just goto
thelife they’ d been destined for dl adong.



“If I come back tomorrow night, you'll be here, right?” Klepto asked.

| sighed. I'd already set that up. “Y ou come back before | get here. Doc Steve shows up about seven.
Y ou comethen.”

“And missmy best girl?’ Klepto asked.
“If you want to keep that arm,” | said asominoudly as| could.

“You don't got thetone,” he said. “Maybe someday you' Il scare the bejesus outta somebody, but you
don'tdoit yet.”

Then he reached across the table and, before | could move away, ran the back of hisfingersaong my
cheek. | struggled not to grimace. My skin crawled.

“Can’'t thank you enough, beautiful,” he said. Then he got up, rapped his good hand on the tabletop, gave
mealong glance, and | eft.

| stayed in my chair just amoment too long. My kneeswerejdly. | had been able to ssem my disgust
when | worked on Klepto-that’ show | knew | was getting close to being area professiond, | could
shut the fedlings off—but | couldn’t suppressthered reactions, not al the way.

| wanted to shower, just to get the fed of his hand off my skin.

| settled for scrubbing my face, my hands, and my own arms, alittle more vigoroudy than I’ d initialy
planned.

Findly, | stepped out into the halway in time to see Holiday take the ambulance keys off the emergency
peg. His gaze met mine, his eyesfrightened.

“The baby?’ | asked.

He nodded. “I’ m supposed to pull around.”

“Y ou want meto drive?’

He shook hishead. “Doc Clahorn’s going with me. They aready decided you'd stay.”

| let out asmall sgh of rdief. We didn’t have an ambulance—not redlly—just an ancient Ford station wagon
someone had donated that did duty as best it could. It did have amazing speed, though, which’d comein
handy more than once.

“The baby gonnalive?’ | asked.
Holiday shrugged. “Not my placeto ask.”

Which was answer enough. Any desth here, while understandable and even medically explainable,
brought the hedlth department down on us. Even though they should’ ve been our greatest dly, they were
our biggest enemy.

But the baby was gonna die, unless someone could perform amedica miracle, and | didn’t think any
emergency room in driving distance had that kind of mojo. And thiswas where our misson sometimes
confused me.

Becauseif that girl had comeinto SFG’ s emergency room, swinging her baby likeit was ajug of water,



that girl wouldabeen in custody, her house raided, and her other kids-if she had any—given to the county
so that they’ d have achance at surviving.

But the docs here decided long ago that we' d do none of that. Since much of what we saw was the result
of crime-drug addiction, theft, and al kinds of violence-we had to be non-judgmenta or the people who
needed us wouldn’'t come, for fear of being given over to the Man.

That pissed me off at firdt. | thought we were supposed to stop problems, not add to them. So | argued
basic medicine with the docs—irst do no harm—and when | did, Doc Clahorn'd said, “Exactly,” likel'd
been agreeing with them. Doc Steve, seeing my confusion, had said, “It goeslikethis: what’ sthe worse
harm? Never getting trestment because you' re afraid of authority? Or getting some? We' re taking risks
here, but | think the benefits outweigh them.”

Tdl it to that baby, the one who wouldn't make it through the night. That girl who birthed him would
leave this place free and clear, off to her other kids or to have other kids, if she survived whatever drug
shewas on. Free, clear, and not responsible.

| clenched my fistsashard as| could so | wouldn’t say nothing. It wasn't Holiday’ sfault. He wasjust
driving to emergency.

| didn’t go near the main care roonH didn’t want to think about that baby more than | would (athough
thefed of that warm, breakable framein my aamswould wake mein the middle of dmost every night
since)-so | went to reception instead.

Judy gtill dept, her skinny face peaceful. KSAN was playing Steve Miller, and it felt wrong for the
ambience of thisplace. | dmost got up and shut the radio off, but | couldn’t bring mysdlf to doiit.

It wasn't the music that was off; it was everything, from the lack of bodiesin the waiting room, to the
slence coming from the calm center. | got up in time to see Doc Clahorn head down the back steps,
babein arms. | walked in the care center door, not quite sure what | was going to do when | stepped
insde, and bumped into Soldier Bob.

He grabbed my arms so hard that hisfingers ripped into the thin gauze of my peasant shirt.

“You don't need to be here,” he said, hiseyes dark and glittery. He pushed me, literally pushed me, back
into the halway.

“Youdon't ether,” | said. *You' re supposed to be at the door.”

He glanced at the nearly empty waiting room, the closed front door. His grip on my arms loosened, and
his shoulder sagged. The fluorescent light didn’t flatter his face the way the candldight had. He looked
harsh and broken, aman sewn together on a battlefield, quickly and not very well.

“What' sthe point?’ he whispered, and | wasn't sure he wastalking to me. “What' sthefriggin’ point?’

| didn’t answer. | knew better. I’ d tried once and he' d shaken me so hard someone had had to pull me
away.

“This s supposed to be home,” he said. “White picket fences and apple pie. Thiskindathing ain't
supposed to happen here”

He' d given me this speech before, about how he' d gone to defend freedom only to come home and
discover it never redly existed. We d had long talks in the deep darkness, and never redly cometo any
resolve. And it didn’t do any good to remind him that it’d always happened here. He knew that alot



better than | did.

He shook himsdlf, let hishandsfal off my arms. | pretended that | wouldn't be bruised, and if he'd
noticed the holesin the shirt, I’ d say they were there when | found the thing in the Diggers free box.

“Y ou gtill saying no to coffee?’” He was looking down on me, like | was something he had to take care
of. But there was understanding in his eyestoo, understanding that | wouldn't deep tonight, caffeine or
no.

“Lemmemakeit for us” | sad, keeping to my rule of not accepting anything from anyone. “Y ou like
sugar, right?”

He nodded, glanced at the calm center, then sighed. | looked too- couldn’'t help it. Through the thin light
of the candles, | saw Rick sitting cross-legged in front of the junkies, trying to talk them down.

| didn’t know how hedid it, treating that skinny ponchoed bitch like she was anybody else, like she
hadn’t forgotten to feed her child, like she hadn't used it like a piece of wood.

Only I did know what he'd say. He'd say, “Anybody ask why she came herein thefirst place? Do you
know if it's her child? What if, in her bleary state, she saw what was going on in her crash pad, rescued
the child, and brought it here to save it? Have you thought of that?’

He d said smilar stuff before.

The coffee was brown dudge. Milk madeit light brown dudge. Sugar—which | taste-tested firs—made it
drinkable.

Bob thanked me, took asip from his, then headed back to the front door. He gave me one last look with
those sad eyes, and | knew someday he' d go through that door, closeit quietly, and never come back.

But not that night. That night he stayed until the reinforcements arrived.

| was wired when | scrounged my bike from the basement. Wired and surprised to see Holiday adeep
on those moldy newspapers. | had no ideathat he' d come back. He looked young curled up there, not
even as old as Judy, and much, much sadder.

| couldn’t bear to wake him up, to have him confirm what we aready knew-that the baby wasn't gonna
live through the night. The lines on Holiday’ s once-smooth face told me that much.

So | picked up the bike as quietly as| could, carried it up the stairs and out the back. Someone sat on
the stoop near the sdewalk, and | froze, thinking it was Klepto.

It'd bejust like him to try to come home with me out of some kind of misguided thanks for the piss-poor
job I d done with that wound of his. And thistime, there was no Soldier Bob, no wide-awake Holiday,
no onewho knew | was standing here, staring at Klepto, blocking my way in the dark.

Then heturned, and | realized it wasn't Klepto at dl, but Doc Steve, just Sitting there waiting for—-what?
He stood when he saw me. “I can giveyou aride,” he said, but the offer was only haf-hearted thistime.
“Got my bike,” | said.

“Someday you' re gonnaget hurt.” By rote. He wasn't thinking of the words.

“I'll bedl right.” | carried my bike down to the sdewalk, then set it down on what remained of the



grass.

He was staring into the fog forming at the edge of the street. “ Funny how we dl say that. We re gonnabe
fine. Likeweknow it. Likewe bdlieveit.”

| shivered. I’d never heard him express doubts before.

“Shedied, didn't she?’ | asked because | couldn’t not ask. Because, | redlized in that moment, I'd held
just atiny grain of hope.

He nodded, till staring at that fog.

His silence unnerved me. He was away's the secure one, the guy who came in the next day whistling after
aparticularly bad night, the guy who let us know that no matter what, we were fighting the good fight.

“I'msorry.” | didn’t know what elseto say.
“When you came on,” he said, straightening his shoulders, “you said do no harm.”

| held my breeth, wondering if he was going to violate his own rule. Was he going to turn that woman in?
That would change the clinic and its guiddines forever, make us someplace e se, someplace alittle more
mainstream than we' d been before.

| wasn't sure that was abad thing.

“And | keep thinking,” he said, “how it’ snot usthat does the harm. We get the results, after the harm’s
aready been done.”

Helooked at me sideways. His face was wet with fog or dew, and he seemed moretired than I’d ever
seenhim.

Then he put his hand on my shoulder, and squeezed, and thistime it wasn't possessive. It was needy and
supportive dl a the sametime.

“Some nights are harder than others,” he said, and let me go.

| tood beside him for afew more minutes, but there was nothing moreto say. Finaly | got on my bike,
coasted down the sidewa k, bumped over the curb and onto the Street.

No onefollowed me, no one shouted after me. Once | got past the clinic, no one even saw meinthe
fog.

| went home and realized | hadn’t changed back into my street clothes. | took off the peasant blouse and
the jeans, stuffed them in abag, and tossed them under the sink. Then | took along, hot shower, trying to
wash the smdl of filthy digpers, old coffee, and spit-up off my skin.

| failled, though. | fill smdl it, midnightsat that quiet time. | smdl it and think about it and evaluateit.

Mogt folks, they’ d run screaming from this place. Maybe | will too. Maybe I’ |l retreat to research like a
couple of the docs have done, or lose the dream of medicine dtogether like afew of the volunteers.

But it'sOld Doc Hartspal | from SFG who kegps me here. Not because of his prejudice, trying to drive a
girl from aplace he thought she didn’t belong. And not trying to prove to him that I'm stronger than he
thought.



Nope. I’ ve been garting to think that Old Doc Hartspall was right.

Thisisthe heart and soul of medicine. Right here, where babies die and the junkies who forgot to feed
them get talked down, where damaged soldiers guard the door while they try to hold themsalves
together, and logt little girls deep on the couch because they have no place eseto go.

I”’m not smug any more. | don't think thisis about the most interesting life agirl could ever have. But |
think it' swherethis girl should be, stitching and bandaging as best she can, hoping to stem thetide, trying
not to add to the harm that’ s already been done.

It seasy towak away. It's harder to stay. Old Doc Hartspall knew that. And he probably knew that if |
had the sscomach to stay here, | had the somach to bend over a dying baby in the middie of the night and
fight—evenif | knew | wasgoing to lose.

| try not to think about success any more. | focus on the patients in the front room, and keeping the radio
on KSAN, and preventing anyone from feeding me coffee. | keep my wits about me, and | hope | can
deep, and | try not to mind when | don't.

| remind mysdlf that thisiswhat | want.

And for the moment, at leadt, I'm listening.



