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By John Fairhall and Kate Steadman
Kaiser Health News

People young and old crowd the hallway outside
the locked door of the Arlington Free Clinic. They
grip small pieces of paper that will determine wheth-
er they get in — or give up and go home.

It’s lottery day, and 45 county residents who lack
health insurance and money to pay for medical care
are competing for 30 openings on a cold afternoon in
January.

Mary Gleason, a clinic volunteer, draws letters
from a plastic box. Those holding matching letters
will be ushered through the door for interviews. If
they meet the clinic’s criteria, they’ll return in a cou-
ple of weeks to see doctors or other staff.

One by one, winners are separated from losers.
Gleason plucks a Z, and a man holding a Z strides

into the clinic. His broken arm had been set in a hos-
pital emergency room, and he needs to see a special-
ist for follow-up care. 

Another man, who has Parkinson’s disease and ur-
gently needs drugs to treat it, leaves disheartened.
He will have to return in two weeks and try again in
the next lottery.

The lottery is just one example of the fate of the
newly uninsured — the growing numbers who once
had jobs and insurance and now seek treatment with
neither. Although most of the clinic’s clients have

low incomes, the nonprofit, privately funded opera-
tion and others like it in the region are seeing more
people who used to be solidly middle-class. Victims
of the deepening recession, they’re now wondering
where to turn for help. 

Neither rich nor poor, this group doesn’t readily
qualify for public programs such as Medicaid but of-
ten can’t afford to buy insurance or pay hospital,
doctor and drug bills. The Democrats’ economic
stimulus package would significantly enhance op-
tions for the unemployed and their families through
insurance subsidies and a possible expansion of
Medicaid, a package that some experts say would
ease the financial dilemma.

“How many of us can lose our jobs and pay for our
health insurance? Not many,” says Gail Shearer, di-
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By Sandra G. Boodman
Special to The Washington Post

Valerie Novak fervently wished
doctors would stop telling her the
intense headache she’d endured for
several weeks was a migraine. For
one thing, neither the Georgetown
University senior nor her close
relatives had headaches, and mi-
graines are frequently familial.
None of the increasingly potent
drugs doctors prescribed was do-
ing much good. And the 22-year-old
had lost 15 pounds in three weeks
from bouts of severe vomiting.

“I was so frustrated and upset,”
recalled Novak of her ordeal last
summer, which involved consulta-
tions with half a dozen doctors, sev-
eral trips to area emergency rooms
and two hospitalizations. Novak,
who had always been healthy, said
she feared the unrelenting pain in
her left temple and associated
symptoms were something “I’d
have to live with for the rest of my
life.”

Her mother, Kathy Novak, a
nurse practitioner in Bowie, was
similarly skeptical of the diagnosis
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A migraine diagnosis didn’t seem
correct to Valerie Novak. It wasn’t. 

See MYSTERY, Page F4

It’s a big toll 
on you when you
can’t do anything.” 
“
Clarence Hooper, 
above, a building contractor who 
lost his job in September

By Sindya N. Bhanoo
Special to The Washington Post

It was a hot, air-conditioner-
worthy day last summer when
Chester Marl came home from the
hospital. The newborn slept re-
markably well through the night.

Once the weather cooled off,
his parents stopped running the
air conditioner in their Seattle
home. Chester bawled for nights
at a time. 

His parents soon realized he
was missing the soothing hum of
the machinery.

His father, Brett Marl, who uses
the popular iPhone, went to the
iTunes Web site in search of a so-
lution and found White Noise.

For 99 cents, the iPhone appli-
cation offers 40 sounds that aim to
soothe you: waves crashing, crick-
ets chirping — even an air condi-
tioner humming.

For the next four months, the
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It’s Not the
Heat, It’s the
Tranquillity
Smartphone Puts
Newborn to Sleep

Rain checks are handed out to people unsuccessful
in a January drawing for openings at the Arlington
Free Clinic. A number of such clinics in the area are
seeing more people who used to be solidly middle-
class but are now without health insurance. See UNINSURED, Page F5
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