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“Rules” 
by Traci Clark 

Maggie wakes up early. She could have been asleep for five minutes. She could have been asleep 

for five years. She climbs down from her loft and is a bit wobbly as she hits the floor. She can 

see the rabbit ear tie of the plastic Walgreen’s bag sticking out from behind Wes’s coat. Maggie 

swallows hard but knows she won’t make it to the bathroom. She falls to her knees, grabs her 

garbage can, shoves her head in it, and pukes. She sits back on her heels. How could she be so 

stupid?  She read the condom information when she was standing in line to buy them. A 98% 

success rate seems so high.   If she got a 98% on a test, she’d post it on Facebook. What’s 2%? 

That’s like one wrong. Jesus fucking Christ. Fuck.  Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck. She puts her head 

back into the trash can and pukes some more.  She’s crying and puking and soon she’s going to 

hyperventilate.  She can feel her lungs start to seize. It feels like a massive pair of hands is 

squeezing both of her lungs at the same time. Every gasp feels like it has to tear through her 

insides to get out. She can hear Wes get up. He rubs her back, and she gets her breathing under 

control. She stands, grabs the garbage can, and leaves without saying a word to Wes. She notices 

on the way out that her roommate’s bed hasn’t been touched, which isn’t unusual for the morning 

after a Friday night. She walks down the hall of the dorm. Nothing has changed. The walls are 

the same. The gross carpeting is the same. The drinking fountain is the same.    

 She enters the bathroom, takes her garbage can to the nearest toilet, and empties the 

vomit.  She flushes the toilet then goes to the shower and runs the water in order to wash out the 

black plastic bin.  She returns to the toilet and pours out the water.   
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On her second trip of doing this, the super perky girl from down the hall comes in 

wearing her polka-dotted robe and matching flip flops . “I see someone had a bit too much fun 

last night.” 

 Maggie glares at her. Really, how is it that someone can walk around with so little 

perception of other human beings? Maggie leaves the bathroom before she looses it and punches 

that girl in the face. When she gets back to her room, she falls onto the couch and cries. She can 

feel her lungs tighten up, and she forces herself to stop before she hyperventilates again. Her 

lungs feel like she smoked two packs of cigarettes and then ate the ashtray.   

 Wes hands her a box of Kleenex, and she unabashedly blows her nose until she can breath 

through it again. When she’s through, Wes kneels down in front of her and places his hands on 

both of her knees. “It’s early still sweetie, but Planned Parenthood opens at 9. You should get 

tested there. These box kits are for shit sometimes. Let’s go grab some breakfast and then head 

over.” 

 “I can’t go to the one by campus. I don’t want anyone to know.” 

 “We can go to whichever one you want, but if anyone sees you, they’ll just think you’re 

getting birth control.” 

 Maggie knows he’s right. Planned Parenthood has an office that is so close it might as 

well be on campus. Her roommate always jokes about how it must be their most lucrative 

location, since the Health Center doesn’t give out any form of birth control. 

  When they get outside, the wind slaps Maggie in the face. The day is suitably gray. They 

cross campus without saying a word, and Maggie is grateful that it’s too early for anyone she 

knows to be up and out. They head for a 24-hour diner that has saved Maggie on many Saturday 
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mornings, but the smell of the grease makes her stomach turn, so they head for a more low-key 

coffee shop.  

 The scent of strong coffee that hits her when they walk in smells like an ashtray for a 

second, but it passes. Wes treats her to a hot chai and an orange-cranberry muffin. She sits in one 

of the soft arm chairs in the back while Wes waits for their order. They’re some of the only 

people in the place, but if she was Wes, she’d stay up front to wait too. Their usual banter about  

boys and celebrity gossip mixed with the occasional philosophical tangent doesn’t work right 

now.  After their order is up, he shows off his waiter skills, balancing two plates on one arm and 

two mugs in his other hand. He puts everything down on the coffee table in front of them then 

hands her a mug and plate. 

 She tries a small piece of her muffin but knows it’s too soon to eat. She plays with the 

crumbs on her plate for a bit. Wes hands her a napkin. 

 “Thanks.” She swallows hard so she won’t cry. “You know, the best part of this whole 

thing with Justin was that I met you.” 

 Wes looks at her and smiles but tears slightly well up in his eyes. He leans over and gives 

her a kiss on the cheek. “I love you too.” 

 After they finish their drinks, Maggie wraps up her muffin in a napkin and shoves it in 

the pocket of her hoodie. She feels bad since she didn’t eat it when he was nice enough to buy it 

for her. They leave the shop, and Maggie agrees to walk by the Planned Parenthood to see if she 

feels comfortable enough to go to that location. When they get there, she stops before opening 

the door. Wes turns to her. “Why don’t you wait here, and I’ll go in and see where their other 

locations are.” 
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“You think I’m being a freak don’t you?” 

“It doesn’t matter what I think. It’s whatever you’re comfortable with.” 

Maggie waits outside of the Planned Parenthood for a few moments and pretends to stare 

in the window of the strange used bookstore that is located next door. She decides that it’s 

stupider to wait outside like a dumb freshman who is too embarrassed to go inside to get birth 

control. She doesn’t want to be that girl, even though that girl is a lot better than the girl she 

actually is at this moment. She opens the door and takes a step into the small storefront clinic. 

The waxy, yellowed floors remind her of the cafeteria linoleum in her grade school. Along each 

of the walls and back-to-back in the center of the room are pear-shaped brown plastic chairs with 

metal legs that are hooked to each other. Except for Wes, the waiting room is completely empty. 

Wes is standing in front of the reception desk.  She walks over to him and leans against 

the top ledge of the gray desk. He squeezes her elbow. “No one’s come out yet.” 

Maggie nods her head. Behind the reception desk is a small office space that has a 

bookshelf full of files and rubber-banded packets of pamphlets. They’re going to give her plenty 

of those. This is humiliating. How could she be so stupid? She knew all of this. How the fuck did 

she end up here? 

A young woman in a white coat enters the reception area. She has a kind face, and 

Maggie is surprised to see her name tag reads Dr. Emily Martin. She’s the opposite of the 

ancient, but sweet, Jewish man who is her family practitioner. Maggie fights back tears and 

hopes to god that Dr. Steadman—the doctor who used to give her suckers when she didn’t cry 

after she got a shot—never finds out about this.   

Dr. Martin looks up at them both. “Is this your first time here for services?” 
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Maggie stares back at her, tries to respond, but only manages to nod her head yes.  

Dr. Martin hands her a clipboard then puts a small metal bell on the desk  “Fill this out. 

When you’re done, just ring the bell so I know you’re ready” 

Maggie takes the clipboard and chooses a chair so that her back is to the door. She fills 

out the form, a form like the millions of other ones that she’s filled out in the mandatory rite of 

passage for college freshman. She gives all the normal responses but pays closer attention when 

it asks about her sexual history. Maggie answers two for number of sexual partners. 

Wes gives her a minute, but when she doesn’t continue with the form he whispers. “This 

is just bad luck. You did everything you were supposed to—you played by all the rules.” 

Maggie nods her head. She squeaks out, “I should have been on the pill. I just didn’t 

know I had that in me, that I was going to let everything go that far. And when I did, I really 

thought I was covered.” 

“Sweetie, we all have it in us. It could happen to anyone, and you were protected. You 

wouldn’t believe the things I’ve seen people do, and they walk away with no consequences. It’s 

just bad luck…bad, bad luck.” 

Maggie turns back to the form and checks no down the long list of sexually transmitted 

diseases. She also checks no for the have-you-ever-had-an-abortion question, but knows the next 

time she fills something like this out, she’ll have to check yes. When she gets to the question that 

asks,  “Do you think you might be pregnant?” she stops then checks yes. When she sees it on 

paper, she can barely breath. She quickly fills out the rest of the form, flips it over so that only 

her basic info is showing, and brings it back up to the reception desk. She taps the metal bell and 

listens as the tinny ring resonates through the empty waiting room. Within a few moments, Dr. 
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Martin takes the clipboard and silently reviews the information as she walks towards the small, 

half door that separates the reception desk from the waiting room. “Why don’t we step on back?” 

Maggie signals to Wes for him to come with her. They follow Dr. Martin down a hallway 

that is much more modern than the front lobby. They stop in an area that is like a cubicle except 

it has a glass door and the outer walls stretch all the way from floor to ceiling. Dr. Martin takes a 

seat behind the desk while Wes and her awkwardly dance into the two chairs in front of it.  Dr. 

Martin places the clipboard down on the desk.  Maggie expects for her to take a stern tone, but 

her demeanor is kind. She looks directly at Maggie.  “How are you doing?” 

Again Maggie manages to nod. 

“I take it this is unexpected.” 

Maggie nods again. 

“About how far along do you think you are?” 

“Between five and six weeks.” 

“Did you take a home pregnancy test?” 

Maggie nods. 

“And has a medical professional tested you yet?” 

“No. I only just found out last night.” 

“Well, you did the right thing coming here. We’ll do a pelvic exam and test your pap for 

any STDs.” 

Maggie nods her head but tears start to fall down her cheek. Jesus, she didn’t think of that 

at all, but if the condom didn’t work, the condom didn’t work. Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck. Wes grabs 

her hand, and she squeezes back. 
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Dr. Martin looks at Wes. “When was the last time you were tested?” 

Maggie drops Wes’s hand. “We’re not together. I mean…it’s not him.” 

Dr. Martin nods her head, and Maggie doesn’t feel any judgment, but the doctor persists 

in her question to Wes. “We can do a simple blood test. It’s never a bad idea.” 

Wes’s tone is as normal as Dr. Martin’s.“Why not? Might as well since I’m here.”  

Dr. Martin reaches in her desk drawer and pulls out a small plastic cup with a white cap. 

She takes a Sharpie and writes Maggie’s name on it.  “We’ll do this first. I’ll start the lab work to 

find out whether or not you’re pregnant. We can do the exam while we’re waiting. If there’s a 

possibility of pregnancy, then it’s a good idea if we run the tests for STDs either way.” 

Maggie nods her head and takes the plastic cup. She feels like she’s in a dream. She’s got 

to be in a dream. This can’t be happening. This fucking can’t be happening. Dr Martin leads 

them out of the cubi-office and further down the hall. As they walk, Wes makes small talk with 

the doctor asking if it’s always this deserted on Saturday mornings.   

“Pretty much, yes. We call it the quiet shift.” 

Wes replies. “This is when I’m coming from now on. I’ve always had to wait for hours 

before.” 

Maggie can’t believe how normal they are being. It’s starting to piss her off. Dr. Martin 

shows Maggie to the bathroom. “You can bring the sample across the hall when you’re done.” 

It takes Maggie just as long to pee as it did last night, but she finally does and manages to 

fill the required amount in the cup. She puts the lid on and looks for a place to put it so she can 

pull up her pants and wash her hands. Finally, she decides on the floor.  She finishes the normal 

routine and opens the door using a paper towel on the handle like she usually does. She struggles 
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to get it to the trash with pee cup in hand, then decides that it’s stupid to try to avoid germs when 

she has a urine sample in her hand.  This whole thing is stupid.  

She walks across the hall to the room where Dr. Martin is nearly done with Wes’s blood 

draw. Dr. Martin puts a small pink cap onto Wes’s full vile. Wes gets up and cheerfully states, 

“You’re next.” 

Maggie sits down in the padded red chair. Maggie’s never been good with blood and 

looks away as Dr. Martin pokes her arm.  Her stomach acts up a little bit, but she knows it’s more 

from stress than the prick of the needle. Dr. Martin unties the plastic tourniquet that feels like it is 

made from the same material as the rubber gloves and instructs Wes to wait in the lobby. Dr. 

Martin places a sticker on the vile she took of Maggie’s blood, then leads her to another room. 

“So, you haven’t had a pelvic exam before, correct?” 

Maggie nods yes. 

Dr. Martin pulls out a gown and a white sheet from a drawer under the exam table.  “I’ll 

step out for a moment while you put this on. You can leave your socks on, but you’ll have to take 

off everything else. It’s protocol to do a breast exam as well. You can drape the sheet over your 

legs if you think you’ll get cold. Just crack the door when you’re ready for me to come back in.” 

 After Dr. Martin leaves, Maggie does as she is told. She puts the sheet over her legs and 

stares at the stupid pink covers that are over the end of each stirrup, as if that will make what is 

about to happen more comfortable. She really should have done this before. Her roommate has 

been going to the gyno since she was fifteen. It was just another one of those things that Mom 

ignored, and Maggie didn’t press the issue even though she should have been on birth control in 
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high school as well.  But she could have come anytime on her own. Girls in her high school did it 

all of the time. Jesus Christ, how could she have been so stupid? 

Dr. Martin re-enters the room. “Sorry for the delay, I just wanted to make sure I had 

everything in the system correct for your friend Wes. Now do you want me to walk you through 

this or just get it over with?” 

“Whichever is faster.” 

“Okay. Open your gown in the front and hold your hands together as if you are praying. 

Good. Now keep your hands the way they are but raise them over your head.” 

Maggie feels like an Egyptian and almost laughs her stupid nervous laugh but doesn’t.  

She can’t really ever imagine laughing like that again. Dr. Martin rubs her hands together. “Sorry, 

my hands are always cold in the morning.” She begins the breast exam, and Maggie wonders 

how Dr. Martin’s hands aren’t blue. “Okay, everything here looks good. We’re ready for the 

pelvic. I’m going to need you to sit forward on the table and put your feet in each of the 

stirrups.”   

Dr. Martin grabs an instrument off the prep table that reminds Maggie of the beak of a 

duck. Under other circumstances, she probably would have said that aloud.   

“These have been heated, but they still can feel a bit cold on the inside.” Dr. Martin sits 

on a small swivel stool in between Maggie’s legs and folds back the sheet.  “Okay, scoot down a 

bit more.” 

Maggie does as she is told, and then isn’t quite sure what is going on until she can feel 

the instrument being inserted and then screwed in place. The sensation makes her feel a bit faint, 

but Dr. Martin finishes just as Maggie is about to say something.   
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“Okay. We’re all set. How are you doing?” 

“Alright. My stomach kind of hurts.” 

Dr. Martin takes the flapping gray lid off the top of the trash can, throws away her latex 

gloves, then pulls it towards Maggie. “Just sit there for a couple of minutes. This is here if you 

need it. Can I get you some water?” 

Maggie nods her head yes. Dr. Martin steps out of the room. As soon as she does, Maggie 

puts her head in the trash can and pukes. When she’s done Dr. Martin, who returns mid-heave, 

hands her a glass of water and a wet washcloth.   

“Thanks.” Maggie tries to manage a smile but fails miserably.   

“Have you been vomiting recently?” 

Maggie nods. 

Dr. Martin puts her hand on Maggie’s knee and squeezes gently. “Go ahead and get 

dressed. Meet me in the office where we were before. Do you want your friend with you for the 

results?” 

 Maggie nods yes and holds back tears. Christ, she has the communication skills of a 

mime. 

Maggie finishes her water then puts her clothes back on. She’s not sure what she should 

do with her puke, so she ties the bag in a knot and leaves the room. She walks down the hall, 

where Wes and Dr. Martin are waiting for her. She sits down. Wes grabs her hand. Dr. Martin 

hands her another glass of water.   

Maggie takes a sip. “It’s positive isn’t it?” 
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Dr. Martin has a look of compassion without a twinge of pity or holier-than-though in it.  

“Yes, I’m afraid it is. I have some pamphlets here that discuss your options.” 

“I can’t have it.” 

Dr Martin hands her all the pamphlets anyway. “You don’t have to make that decision 

now. Often it’s best to wait a few days then decide.” 

“I can’t have it. It’s not an option.”  

 “Okay. You’re in range, so you can still have a medication-induced abortion.” 

Maggie is surprised. “There’s a range?” 

“In some states, they have limited the time period to the six week mark, but there is 

absolutely no medical reason for it. Illinois isn’t one of those states yet, although most of our 

midwestern neighbors are.” 

Maggie pauses for a minute. Thank god. She can’t imagine having anymore hoops to 

jump through right now. 

The silence mounts until Wes asks, “What are the side effects to the medication?” 

“They’re pretty mild. Cramps. Dizziness. Vomiting and diarrhea are uncommon, but may 

occur.” 

Maggie finds her voice. “Will I be able to see it? The…the embryo, I mean.” 

Dr Martin takes a deep breath. “In some cases, especially when it’s later in term, there is 

an increased risk of being able to identify the embryo in the discharge. It’s rare, but it’s a 

possibility.” 
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Maggie takes a deep breath. She can’t see it. No matter what, she can’t see it. 

Intellectually she agrees with abortion, but Jesus…she can’t think about it. “How long does it 

usually take?” 

“Medication-induced abortion is a three-step process.” Dr. Martin opens a desk drawer 

and pulls out a pink plastic bag and slides it’s contents onto the desk. “These pills are 

Mifepristone—they stop progesterone, so the pregnancy can’t continue.” She picks up another 

packet. “And these are Misoprostol.  You need to take these 24-48 hours after you take the 

Mifepristone.”  

Maggie’s eyes widen, and she feels like she should be taking notes. She’s not sure how 

she can fit this into her schedule.  She shouldn’t have skipped so much at the beginning of the 

semester.  If she misses any more bio… 

Dr. Martin opens a small booklet. “Everything you need to know is in here, but I like to 

go over it as well.  For most women the abortion will occur within 4-6 hours after taking the 

second round of pills.” 

Maggie closes her eyes and shakes her head. In the silence, Wes asks another question. 

“Are there any after effects for her future?” Maggie can’t believe how on top of it Wes is. She’s 

so glad he’s here with her.  

 “If you mean future pregnancies, then no. The risks for long term complications are 

minimal. If you would like to proceed, we also need to schedule a follow-up appointment. We 

can do that now if you’d like.” Dr. Martin turns to her computer and clicks through a couple of 

screens. “Sorry, I’m slow at this. There’s usually someone else here with me. Okay, here it is. It 
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looks like we can get you in next Saturday at 2:30 at the downtown clinic. Does that work for 

you?” 

Maggie nods. 

“The procedure will cost $750 will that be a problem? We have some support options 

available.” 

Maggie shakes her head no. Luckily, she has enough in her bank account to cover it. She 

doesn’t want this to show up on her bank records, so she can’t write a check or use her debit 

card. “Can I pay in cash?” 

“Yes. But we usually don’t have that much change around, so the closer it is to the exact 

amount, the easier it will be.” 

Maggie nods. She can’t believe this is happening. Thank god Dad’s been giving her that 

money. Jesus fucking Christ, if she had to call him right now and ask for money…she couldn’t 

handle it. God, she doesn’t know what she would do if her parents ever found out. How could 

she have gotten herself into this? 

Dr. Martin opens the top drawer of the desk. “We should have the blood work and pap 

smear back at that time as well.” She takes out a small card and writes the date and time of the 

appointment down then hands it to Maggie. “This has an emergency hotline that is staffed 

twenty-four hours a day. We also recommend that someone is there with you. Can that be 

arranged?” 

Wes squeezes her hand. Maggie nods yes. 

“Okay. Do you have any other questions?” 

Maggie swallows hard then stands up. “Thank you so much for all your help.” 
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Dr. Martin walks around the side of the desk and gives her a hug.   

Maggie puts the plastic bag into her oversized purse and walks out the door.  Wes follows 

behind her.  As soon as they are on the other side of the street, he puts his arm around her 

shoulders and kisses the top of her head.  “Are you sure about this?” 

The wind hits her in the face and momentarily takes her breath away. She feels her entire 

body pause. 

“Yeah.” 

  


