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  Part I




  Chapter One




  The Clinic





  It was a warm summer day. The sun was shining brightly and the chirping of birds filled the air. Graceful squirrels, daintily fluffing their gray tails, scurried purposefully back and forth across neatly manicured lawns, their little paws keeping a careful hold on the acorns and nuts they carried. The deep blue of the clear sky, tinged by just a smattering of gray clouds, raised the spirits and seemed to promise a continuation of fine weather.




  I pulled up to the free clinic. Several visitors were making themselves comfortable on benches under an awning by the main entrance as they patiently waited for the clinic to open. After parking by the employee entrance, I entered the clinic, signed in, and made my way down the spotless, carpeted hallway.




  The free clinic that was to be my workplace and training ground for the coming year was situated downtown in a one-story building of modest size. The clinic's highly-skilled and enthusiastic doctors, nurses, pharmacists, and other personnel donated their time to keep the facility running like a well-oiled machine. Although it operated five days a week, patients were only seen on two of those days: Tuesday and Thursday. On these days, the atmosphere in the clinic was friendly, benevolent, and efficient. Interesting cases were often discussed by the entire staff, and a great deal of thought went into the decisions that determined their treatment.




  When necessary, extensive laboratory or other tests were performed in accordance with the latest medical science, or visits to specialists were arranged – all at no cost to the patients. The clinic itself, which was the picture of cleanliness, had several examination rooms, a small laboratory, surgical and dental procedure rooms, and a pharmacy where the doctors could send their patients to fill their prescriptions for free. Patients with diabetes were monitored by the clinic's ophthalmologist. The clinic bustled with activity. There was always something going on.




  After intensive training and passing my licensing examinations, I felt confident, and I found my work with patients easy and engaging. I read a great deal in order to keep abreast of the latest medical findings. Nevertheless, the unfailing support and advice of more experienced colleagues was invaluable. After working in the clinic for several months, I was also given a position at one of the nearby hospitals, however in the evenings I continued to see patients at the free clinic. It appeared that the patients were quite fond of me, and for some reason they placed particular trust in me. Work there was stressful, but we never lost our sense of humor and took great pleasure in kidding around whenever there was an opportunity to do so.




  As usual, I walked along the corridor and warmly greeted everyone I met. Although doctors were not yet seeing patients, the nurses had long since been busy weighing them, taking their temperature, pulse, and blood pressure, and carefully entering the results in the patient charts. I put on my lab coat and armed myself with my Littman stethoscope. Now I was ready to see patients. A patient chart had been placed on one of the examination room doors. After taking a careful look through it, I knocked on the door and went inside.




  "My name is Dr. Green. It's nice to meet you," I said, reaching out to shake the patient's hand. A plump, middle-aged woman by the name of Miss Smith reciprocated my greeting.




  "What brings you here today?" I inquired.




  After a brief pause, during which she seemed to be collecting her thoughts, the patient adjusted her hairdo, shrugged a shoulder, sighed, and looked at me meaningfully with her green, somewhat bulging eyes. Suddenly she launched into a relentless torrent of words, the dramatic tale of how everything had gone blurry, as a result of which she fell and broke two bones in her forearm. Her left forearm was in a cast. The entire time she spoke, she wriggled the fingers of her injured arm, as if to reassure herself that they were still there. In the course of her story, Miss Smith rolled her eyes expressively and managed to mention every one of her relatives, both distant and close, as well as her friends, and even a few acquaintances. There seemed to be no end to this verbal cascade, and I tried desperately to steer the conversation into a medically useful course, but I could barely get a word in edgewise.




  "That's a marvelous story, Miss Smith," I said in an ill-fated attempt at politeness. As soon as she heard these words, Miss Smith nearly had a fit, and her eyes opened even wider. Turning red, she indignantly repeated my words.




  "A marvelous story? I fell and broke two bones. What is so marvelous about that, in your opinion?"




  Now her words came faster than machine gun fire. The situation was becoming completely unmanageable, however, in order to learn the reason everything had "gone blurry" and caused her to fall, I ordered a number of tests, including a check of her carotid arteries. Otherwise, all I could do was nod sympathetically, and as soon as there was a momentary lull, I said goodbye and left the room.




  I approached the door of the next examination room and reviewed the chart of a Miss Black. I again knocked on the door and went inside.




  "Doctor Green. I'm glad to make your acquaintance," I said. An elderly black woman returned my greeting. She was accompanied by her brother.




  "What brings you here today?" I started with my usual query.




  "Doctor, it's like the room is swaying," the patient pronounced in a slow drawl.




  Asking a series of questions I attempted to clarify just what was involved in this swaying. Digging her left elbow into her side and raising her right arm in the air like a schoolgirl, with index finger bent and the others extended, she stared at the ceiling and seemed to be making an intense mental effort. This went on for some time, but all this effort did not appear to bear any fruit. Finally, she nodded at her brother, who was sitting right next to her.




  "What's my dizziness like?" she asked him. His only response was to direct his gaze at me.




  After a few more questions brought no useful clue to the cause of her dizziness, I took a look at the list of medications the patient was on and saw one that can cause dizziness. After informing the patient that she should stop taking the medication, I examined her and sent her for a few laboratory tests, asking her to return in two weeks.




  As the day progressed I saw patients with diabetes, hypertension, and bronchitis. The treatment that had been prescribed for them was completely effective, and they had all improved significantly. After checking that all lab results were normal and examining them, I gave them a few valuable words of advice and instructed them to continue their current course of treatment.
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