Medicine Man


Matt Dillon sucked on the sunflower seed before crunching on it to spit out the shell toward the alley.   He didn’t see it bounce off Doc Adams’ shoe.  The surly physician growled, “I ought to have you arrested.”

Matt tipped his hat up so he could see what the fuss was about, “What for, vagrancy?” 


“No, unconscionable disregard for public safety and sanitation and assault!” he declared.  

The marshal was amazed, “What?” 


“You spit on my shoe,” he simplified.  


Matt looked down at the doctor’s shoes.  They were pretty dusty but not splattered.  He shrugged, “You want me to shine them for you?  Only cost a nickel.”  


Adams was flabbergasted, “Why you young…punk.  If you weren’t the marshal I’d punch you.”


Dillon leaned forward like he was gonna get up but he stayed bent over with one elbow propped on his knee, “Go ahead.  I probably deserve it.” 


Doc twitched his mustache, “Well, I’ll let you off this time.  Wouldn’t want to say I hit a man when he was down.” 


Stepping up onto the porch, he took the chair he normally sat in, “You still brooding over Hawtree?” 


“Can’t seem to help it Doc, keep wondering if there was something I could’ve done different.”


Doc put a reassuring hand on Matt’s shoulder, “Except for avoiding the accident altogether, there was nothing you could’ve done.  Chester told me how it was.  It wouldn’t have mattered if I’d been there or not.  The man’s chances were the same, none.  All my medical experience wouldn’t have helped at all.  Holly doesn’t blame you does she?”


“No, she even thanked me for helping, even if it was just putting him out of his misery faster.  But when he died he was more peaceful than when we found him.” 


Adams sighed, this was the hard part about medicine, “Matt I’m gonna tell you something about the way it is in my profession.  We take an oath to do no harm while we try to help but we still lose patients.  Sometimes the only thing we can do is help ease their pain and hope they die fast instead of suffer.  It’s hard.  I still hate it, but if I want to keep doctoring I have to deal with it.”  

Matt let it sink in.  It was true that he’d seen Doc at the end of his rope and knowledge.  He’d had his hands tied and could do little more than wipe the brow of a dying man, woman, or child till they finally succumbed to what ailed them.  Every death like that took a big toll out of Doc, but he found the strength to try again.  Matt tried to explain, “I guess I felt like a big dummy out there.  All I had to use for reference was butchering a calf or a rabbit.  But you don’t have to stitch up a rabbit and the calf is dead and not bearing down hard on a chunk of leather to keep from screaming.”  


Doc sniffed, blinked while he thought.  He could feel the weight hanging onto Dillon, and he didn’t like it.  He thought of something he should have thought of before, “Look, I’ve got an old medical book in my office.  It’s a little outdated but it’s still good for injuries.  I’m gonna give it to you.  You study it while you have five minutes alone or on the trail.  It wouldn’t hurt if you had Chester study with you.  That way you’ll be more prepared for an emergency like that.”


Matt’s face brightened, “You’d do that?”


“Every lawman should know about emergency procedures.  Think of it as medic training like they had in the army.  You can even assist me sometime when you’re in town or out with me instead of sitting in the parlor drinking coffee.  You know Kitty knows more about tending the sick than you do, but she was a nurse in the war.” 


Matt chuckled, “Well, as long as you don’t stick me in a skirt and an apron I won’t mind being your nurse.”  


Doc slapped him on the back, “Deal.  Next time I have a call and you’re free I’ll let you know.”  


Dillon felt better.  Maybe with Doc’s tutelage he could be a better marshal than just some guy with a gun and a badge after all.  
