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"Somebody shot and killed Dr. Bennett behind the Food Mart on Apri
Street!" Ceci More says breathlessly as | take the washing off the line.
| stand with a pair of Jack's boxer shorts in ny hand and stare at her

I don't like Ceci. Her smrking pushiness, her need to shove her scrawny body
into the mddle of every situation, even ones she'd be better off |eaving
al one. She's been that way since high school. But we're neighbors; we're

stuck with each other. Dr. Bennett delivered both Sean and Jackie. Slowy
fold the boxer shorts and lay themin ny cl ot hesbasket.

"Well, Betty, aren't you even going to _say_ anythi ng?"

"Have the police arrested anybody?"

"Janie Brunelli says there's no suspects.”" TomBrunelli is one of
Emerton's police officers, all five of them He has trouble keeping his nouth
shut. "Honestly, Betty, you look like there's a nurder in this town every
day!"

"Was it in the parking lot?" |'min that parking | ot behind the Food
Mart every week. It's unpaved, just hard-packed rocky dirt sloping down to a
| ow concrete wall by the river. | take Jackie's sheets off the line. Belle,
Ariel, and Princess Jasmine all snile through fields of flowers.

"Yes, in the parking lot," Ceci says. "Near the dunmpsters. There mnust
have been a silencer on the rifle, nobody heard anything. Tomfound two .22
250 sem -automatic cartridges." Ceci knows about guns. Her house is full of
them "Betty, why don't you put all this wash in your dryer and save yourself

the trouble of hanging it all out?"

"I like the way it snells line-dried. And | can hear Jackie through
the wi ndow. "

Instantly Ceci's face changes. "Jackie's hone from school ? Wy?"

"She has a cold."

"Are you sure it's just a cold?"

"I"'msure." | take the clothespins off Sean's t-shirt. The front says
SEE DICK DRINK. SEE DICK DRIVE. SEE DICK DIE. "Ceci, Jackie is not on any
anti biotics."

"Good thing," Ceci says, and for a nonent she studies her fingernails,
very casual. "They say Dr. Bennett prescribed endozi ne again | ast week. For
t he youngest Nordstrum boy. _Wthout_ sending himto the hospital ."

| don't answer. The back of Sean's t-shirt says DON T BE A Dl CK
Irritated by ny silence, Ceci says, "I don't see how you can |let your son wear
t hat obscene cl ot hing!"

"It's his choice. Besides, Ceci, it's a health message. About not
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drinking and driving. Aren't you the one that thinks strong health nessages
are a good thing?"

Qur eyes lock. The silence lengthens. Finally Ceci says, "Well
haven't _we_ gotten serious all of a sudden."”

| say, "Murder is serious."

"Yes. |I'msure the cops will catch whoever did it. Probably one of
t hose scum that hang around the Rai nbow Bar."

"Dr. Bennett wasn't the type to hang around with scum™

"Ch, | don't nmean he _knew_ them Sone lowlife probably killed him
for his wallet." She |ooks straight into my eyes. "I can't think of any
other notive. Can you?"

| look east, toward the river. On the other side, just visible over
the tops of houses on its little hill, rise the three stories of Emerton
Sol diers and Sailors Menorial Hospital. The bridge over the river was bl own
up three weeks ago. No injuries, no suspects. Now anybody who wants to go to
the hospital has to drive ten mles up West River Road and cross at the
interstate. Jack told ne that the Departnment of Transportation says two years
to get a new bridge built.

| say, "Dr. Bennett was a good doctor. And a good man."

"Well, did anybody say he wasn't? Really, Betty, you should use your
dryer and save yourself all that bending and stooping. Bad for the back
W're not getting any younger. Ta-ta." She waves her right hand, just a
waggl e of fingers, and wal ks off. Her nails, | notice, are painted the
delicate fragile pinky white of freshly unscabbed skin.

* * * %
"You have no proof," Jack says. "Just some wild suspicions."

He has his stubborn face on. He sits with his Mchelob at the kitchen
table, dog-tired fromhis factory shift plus three hours overtinme, and he
doesn't want to hear this. | don't blane him | don't want to be saying it.
In the living roomJackie plays Nintendo frantically, trying to cramin as
many el ectronic expl osions as she can before her father clains the TV for
Monday ni ght football. Sean has already gone out with his friends, before his
st epf at her got hone.

| sit down across fromJack, a fresh nmug of coffee cradl ed between ny
pal ms. For warmth. "I know | don't have any proof, Jack. |'mnot sone
detective."

"So let the cops handle it. It's their business, not ours. You stay
out of it."

"I amout of it. You know that." Jack nods. W don't mx with cops,
don't serve on any town conmittees, don't even listen to the news nuch. W
don't get involved with what doesn't concern us. Jack never did. | add, "I'm
just telling you what | think. | can do that, can't 1?" and hear ny voice
stuck sonepl ace between pl eadi ng and anger

Jack hears it, too. He scows, stands with his beer, puts his hand
gently on ny shoulder. "Sure, Bets. You can say whatever you want to ne.

But nobody el se, you hear? | don't want no trouble, especially to you and the
kids. This ain't our problem Just be grateful _we're_ all healthy, knock on
wood. "

He smiles and goes into the living room Jackie switches off the
Ni nt endo wi t hout being yelled at; she's good that way. | |ook out the kitchen
wi ndow, but it's too dark to see anything but ny own reflection, and anyway
the wi ndow faces north, not east.

I haven't crossed the river since Jackie was born at Emerton Menori al
seven years ago. And then | was in the hospital |ess than twenty-four hours
before I made Jack take ne hone. Not because of the infections, of course --
that hadn't all started yet. But it has now, and what if next tine instead of
t he youngest Nordstrum boy, it's Jacki e who needs endozine? O Sean?

Once you've been to Enerton Menorial, nobody but your family will go
near you. And sonetines not even them Wen Ms. Winer came honme from
surgery, her daughter-in-law put her in that back upstairs roomand |eft her



food on disposable trays in the doorway and put in a chemical toilet. Didn't
even help the old lady crawl out of bed to use it. For a whole nmonth it went

on like that -- surgical masks, gloves, paper gowns -- until Rosie Winmer was
positive Ms. Winmer hadn't picked up any nutated drug-resistant bacteria in
Emert on Menori al . And Hal Weiner didn't say a word against his wife.

"Peopl e are scared, but they'll do the right thing," Jack said, the
only other time | tried to talk to himabout it. Jack isn't much for talking.
And so | don't. | owe himthat.

But in the city -- in all the cities -- they're not just scared.
They're terrified. Even without listening to the news | hear about the riots
and the special government police and half the population sick with the new

gernms that only endozine cures -- sonetinmes. | don't see how they're going to
have nuch energy for one nurdered small-town doctor. And | don't share Jack's
conviction that people in Emerton will automatically do the right thing.

renmenber all too well that sonetimes they don't. How cone Jack doesn't
remenber, too?

But he's right about one thing: | don't owe this town anything.

| stack the supper dishes in the sink and get Jackie started on her
horrewor k.

* * * %
The next day, | drive down to the Food Mart parking |ot.

There isn't nuch to see. It rained last night. Next to the dunpster
lie a wadded-up surgical glove and a piece of yellow tape |like the police use
around a crime scene. Also sone of those little black cardboard boxes from
the stuff that gets used up by the new hol ographic TV canmeras. That's it.

"You heard what happened to Dr. Bennett," | say to Sean at dinner
Jack's working again. Jackie sits playing with the Barbie doll she doesn't
know I know she has on her |ap. Sean | ooks at me sideways, under the heavy
fringe of his dark bangs, and | can't read his expression. "He was killed for
giving out too many antibiotics.”

Jacki e | ooks up. "Who killed the doctor?"

"The bastards that think they run this town,’

Sean says. He flicks the

hair out of his eyes. His face is ashy gray. "Fucking vigilantes'|I| get us
all.”

"That's enough, Sean," | say.

Jackie's lip trenbles. "Who'll get us all? Mnmmy..."

"Nobody's getting anybody," | say. "Sean, stop it. You're scaring
her."

"Well, she should be scared,"” Sean says, but he shuts up and stares
bl eakly at his plate. Sixteen now, |'ve had himfor sixteen years. Wtching

him his thick dark hair and sulky mouth, | think that it's a sin to have a
favorite child. And that | can't help it, and that | would, God forgive ne,
sacrifice both Jackie and Jack for this boy.

"I want you to clean the garage tonight, Sean. You prom sed Jack three
days ago now. "

"Tomorrow. Tonight | have to go out."

Jacki e says, "Wiy should |I be scared?"

"Tonight," | say.

Sean | ooks at nme with teenage desperation. His eyes are very bl ue.
"Not tonight. | have to go out."

Jacki e says, "Wy should I -- "

| say, "You're staying hone and cl eaning the garage."

"No." He glares at ne, and then breaks. He has his father's | ooks,
but he's not really like his father. There are even tears in the corners of
his eyes. "I'll do it tonmorrow, Mom | promise. Right after school. But
tonight I have to go out."

"Wher e?"

"Just out."

Jacki e says, "Wy should | be scared? Scared of what? Monmy!"
Sean turns to her. "You shouldn't be scared, Jack-o-lantern



Everything's going to be all right. One way or another."

| listen to the tone of his voice and suddenly fear shoots through ne,
piercing as childbirth. | say, "Jackie, you can play N ntendo now. [|'lI
clear the table."

Her face brightens. She skips into the living roomand | |ook at ny

son. "Wat does that nean? 'One way or another'? Sean, what's going on?"
"Not hi ng," he says, and then despite his ashy col or he | ooks ne

straight in the eyes, and smles tenderly, and for the first tine -- the very

first time -- | see his resenblance to his father. He can lie to nme with

t ender ness.
* * * %
Two days later, just after |I return fromthe Food Mart, they contact ne.

The nurder was on the news for two nights, and then di sappeared. Over
the parking lot is scattered nore TV-canera litter. There's also a w ne
bottle buried halfway into the hard ground, with a bouquet of yellow roses in
it. Nearby is an enpty basket, the kind that cones filled with expensive
dried flowers at Bl ossons by Bonnie, weighted down with stones. Staring at
it, | remenber that Bonnie Wdel stein went out of business a few nonths ago.

A drug-resistant abscess, and after she got out of Emerton Menorial, nobody on
this side of the river would buy flowers from her.

At home, Sylvia James is sitting in my driveway in her black Algol. As

soon as | see her, | put it together

"Sylvia," | say tonelessly.

She clinbs out of the sportscar and sniles a social snile. "Elizabeth!
How good to see you!" | don't answer. She hasn't seen me in seventeen years.
She's carrying a cheese kuchen, like sone sort of key into nmy house. She's
still blonde, still slim still well dressed. Her lipstick is bright red,

whi ch is what her face should be.

| let her in anyway, nmy heart naking slow hard thuds in ny chest.
_Sean. Sean. _

Once inside, her hard smle fades and she has the grace to | ook
enbarrassed. "Elizabeth -- "

"Betty," | say. "l go by Betty now "

"Betty. First off, I want to apol ogi ze for not being...for not
standing by you in that mess. | knowit was so |long ago, but even so, | -- |
wasn't a very good friend." She hesitates. "I was frightened by it all."

| want to say, _You_ were frightened? But | don't.

| never think of the whole dunmb story any nore. Not even when | | ook
at Sean. Especially not when | ook at Sean

Sevent een years ago, when Sylvia and | were seniors in high school, we were
best friends. Neither of us had a sister, so we nade each other into that,
even though her fanmly wasn't crazy about their precious daughter hanging
around wi th sonmeone Iike me. The CGoddards live on the other side of the
river. Sylvia ignored them and | ignored the drunken warni ngs of mny aunt,
the closest thing | had to a fanmly. The differences didn't matter. W were
Syl vi a-and-El i zabeth, the two prettiest and boldest girls in the senior class
who had an academic future

And then, suddenly, | didn't. At Elizabeth's house |I net Randol f
Satler, young resident in her father's unit at the hospital. And | got
pregnant, and Randy dunped me, and | refused a paternity test because if he
didn't want ne and the baby |I had too rmuch pride to force nyself on any man.
That's what | told everyone, including nyself. | was eighteen years old. |
didn't know what a common story mine was, or what a dreary one. | thought I
was the only one in the whole wide world who had ever felt this bad.
So after Sean was born at Emerton Menorial and Randy got engaged the day |
nmoved my baby "honme" to ny dying aunt's, | bought a Smith & Wesson revolver in
the city and shot out the wi ndows of Randy's supposedly enpty house across the
river. 1 hit the gardener, who was hel ping hinmself to the Satler |iquor
cabinet in the living room The judge gave ne seven-and-a-half to ten, and
served five, and that only because ny | awer pleaded post-partum depression



The gardener recovered and retired to Mam, and Dr. Satler went on to becone
Chi ef of Medicine at Emerton Menorial and a | ot of other inportant things in
the city, and Sylvia never visited me once in Bedford Hills Correctiona
Facility. Nobody did, except Jack. Who, when Syvi a-and-Elizabeth were
strutting their stuff at Emerton Hi gh, had al ready dropped out and was baggi ng
groceries at the Food Mart. After | got out of Bedford, the only reason the
foster-care people would give ne Sean back was because Jack married ne.

W live in Emerton, but not of it.

Sylvia puts her kuchen on the kitchen table and sits down wi thout being

asked. | can see she's done with apologizing. She's still smart enough to
know there are things you can't apol ogi ze for
"Eliz...Betty, I'mnot here about the past. |'mhere about Dr.

Bennett's nurder."

"That doesn't have anything to do with ne."

"It has to do with all of us. Dan Mwore lives next door to you."

| don't say anything.

"He and Ceci and Jim Dyer and Tom Brunelli are the ringleaders in a
secret organi zation to close Enerton Menorial Hospital. They think the
hospital is a breeding ground for the infections resistant to every antibiotic
except endozine. Well, they're right about that -- all hospitals are. But
Dan and his group are determ ned to puni sh any doctor who prescribes endozi ne,
so that no organi sms develop a resistance to it, too, and it's kept effective
in case one of them needs it."

"Sylvia -- " the name tastes funny in ny nouth, after all this tine
-- I'mtelling you this doesn't have anything to do with nme."

"And I'mtelling you it does. W need you, Eliz...Betty. You live
next door to Dan and Ceci. You can tell us when they | eave the house, who
cones to it, anything suspicious you see. W're not a vigilante group, Betty,
like they are. W aren't doing anything illegal. W don't kill people, and
we don't blow up bridges, and we don't threaten people |ike the Nordstrums who
get endozine for their sick kids but are basically uneducated blue collar -- "

She stops. Jack and | are basically uneducated blue collar. | say
coldly, "I can't help you, Sylvia."

"I"'msorry, Betty. That wasn't what | neant. Look, this is nore
i mportant than anything that happened a decade and a half ago! Don't you
_understand_?" She |leans toward nme across the table. "The whole country's
caught in this thing. It's already a public health crisis as big as the
Spani sh i nfluenza epidem c of 1918, and it's only just started!

Drug-resi stant bacteria can produce a new generation every twenty m nutes,
they can swap resistent genes not only within a species but across _different _
species. The bacteria are _winning_. And people |ike the Mores are taking
advant age of that to contribute further to the breakdown of even basic soci al
decency. "

In high school Sylvia had been on the debating team But so, in that
other life, had I. "If the Miores' group is trying to keep endozi ne from
bei ng used, then aren't they also fighting agai nst the devel opnent of nore
drug-resistant bacteria? And if that's so, aren't they the ones, not you, who
are ultimately aiding the country's public health?"

"Through dynamiting. And intimdation. And nurder. Betty, | know you
don't approve of those things. | wouldn't be here telling you about our
countergroup if | thought you did. Before | cane here, we |ooked very
carefully at you. At the kind of person you are. Are now. You and your
husband are | aw abi di ng people, you vote, you make a contribution to the
O phans of AIDS Fund, you -- "

"How di d you know about that? That's supposed to be a secret
contribution!"

" -- you signed the petition to protect the homel ess from harassmnent.
Your husband served on the jury that convicted Paul Keene of fraud, even
t hough his real -estate schene was so good for the economy of Enerton. You --



"Stop it," | say. "You don't have any right to investigate me |ike
was sone crimnal!"

Only, of course, | was. Once. Not now Sylvia's right about that --
Jack and | believe in |aw and order, but for different reasons. Jack because
that's what his father believed in, and his grandfather. M, because
| earned in Bedford that enforced rules are the only thing that even half-way
restrains the kind of predators Sylvia James never dreamed of. The kind
want kept away from ny children

Sylvia says, "W have a | ot of people on our side, Betty. People who
don't want to see this town slide into the sane kind of violence there is in
Al bany and Syracuse and, worst case, New York."

A rmonth ago, New York Hospital in Queens was bl own up. The whole
thing, with a series of coordinated tined bonbs. Seventeen hundred people
dead in less than a minute.

"It's a varied group,"” she continues. "Sone town |eaders, sone
housewi ves, some teachers, nearly all the nedical personnel at the hospital
Al'l peopl e who care what happens to Emerton.”

"Then you' ve got the wrong person here," | say, and it cones out
harsher than I want to reveal. "I don't care about Enmerton."

"You have reasons," Sylvia says evenly. "And |I'm part of your reasons,
| know. But | think you'll help us, Elizabeth. | know you must be concerned
about your son -- we've all observed what a good nother you are."

So she brought up Sean's name first. | say, "You re wong again,
Sylvia. | don't need you to protect Sean, and if you've let himget involved
in hel ping you, you'll w sh you' d never been born. 1|'ve worked dam hard to

make sure that what happened seventeen years ago never touches him He
doesn't need to get mixed up in any way with your 'medi cal personnel at the
hospital.' And Sean sure the hell doesn't owe this town anything, there
wasn't even anybody who would take himin after ny aunt died, he had to go to

The | ook on her face stops me. Pure surprise. And then sonething

el se.

"Ch ny God," she says. "lIs it possible you don't know? Hasn't Sean
told you?"

"Told me what?" | stand up, and |I'm seventeen years ol d again, and just

that scared. Sylvia-and-Elizabeth.

"Your son isn't helping our side. He's working for Dan Mdore and M ke
Dyer. They use juveniles because if they're caught, they won't be tried as
severely as adults. W think Sean was one of the kids they used to bl ow up
t he bridge over the river."

* * * %

I look first at the high school. Sean isn't there; he hadn't even shown up
for honeroom No one's hone at his friend Tom s house, or at Keith's. He
isn't at the Billiard Ball or the Emerton Diner or the American Bowl . After
that, | run out of places to search.

Thi s doesn't happen in places |like Enerton. W have fights at
basket bal | ganes and grand theft auto and smashed store wi ndows on Hal | oween
and sometimes a drunken tragic car crash on promnight. But not secret
terrorists, not counter-terrorist vigilante groups. Not in Emerton

Not with ny son

| drive to the factory and nake t hem page Jack

He comes off the Iine, face creased with sweat and dirt. The air is

filled with clanging machinery and grinding drills. | pull himoutside the
door, where there are benches and picnic tables for workers on break. "Betty!
What is it?"

"Sean," | gasp. "He's in danger."

Sonet hing shifts behind Jack's eyes. "What kind of danger?"

"Sylvia Goddard cane to see ne today. Sylvia James. She says Sean is
i nvol ved with the group that blew up the bridge, the ones who are trying to
get Emerton Menorial closed, and...and killed Dr. Bennett."



Jack peels off his bench gloves, taking his time. Finally he |ooks up
at me. "How cone that bitch Sylvia Goddard conmes to you with this? After al
this tinme?"

"Jack! Is that all you can think of? Sean is in trouble!"

He says gently, "Well, Bets, it was bound to happen sooner or |ater
wasn't it? He's always been a tough kid to raise. Rebellious. Can't tel
hi m anyt hi ng. "

| stare at Jack.

"Some people just have to learn the hard way."

"Jack...this is serious! Sean mght be involved in terrorism He
could end up in jail!"

"Coul dn't ever tell himanything," Jack says, and | hear the hidden
satisfaction in his voice, that he doesn't even knowis there. Not his son
Dr. Randy Satler's son. Turning out bad.

"Look," Jack says, "when the shift ends I'll go look for him Bets.
Bring himhome. You go and wait there for us." His face is gentle, soothing.
He really will find Sean, if it's possible. But only because he | oves ne.

My sudden surge of hatred is so strong | can't even speak

"Go on home, Bets. It'll be all right. Sean just needs to have the
nonsense ki cked out of him"

| turn and wal k away. At the turning in the parking lot, | see Jack
wal ki ng jauntily back inside, pulling on his gloves.

| drive home, because | can't think what else to do. | sit on the

couch and reach back in my mnd, for that other place, the place | haven't
gone to since | got out of Bedford. The gray granite place that turns you to
granite, too, so you can sit and wait for hours, for weeks, for years, without

feeling very much. | go into that place, and | becone the Elizabeth | was
t hen, when Sean was in foster care someplace and |I didn't know who had him or
what they mght be doing to himor how | would get himback. | go into the

gray granite place to beconme stone.
And it doesn't work

It's been too long. |'ve had Sean too long. Jack has made ne feel too
safe. | can't find the stony pl ace.
Jackie is spending the night at a friend's. | sit in the dark, no

lights on, car in the garage. Sean doesn't come honme, and neither does Jack
At two in the norning, a lot of people in dark clothing cross the back |awn
and quietly enter Dan and Ceci's house next door, carrying bul ky
packages wrapped in black cloth.

* * * %
Jack staggers in at six-thirty in the norning. Alone. H s face droops with
exhausti on.

“I couldn't find him Betty. | |ooked everywhere."

"Thank you," | say, and he nods. Accepting ny thanks. This was
something he did for me, not for Sean. Not for hinself, as Sean's stepfather
| push down my sudden anger and say, "You better get some sleep.”

"Right." He goes down the narrow hallway into our bedroom In three
m nutes he's snoring.

| let the car coast in neutral down the driveway. Qur bedroom faces
the street. The curtains don't stir.

The West River Road is deserted, except for a few ei ghteen-wheel ers.
cross the river at the interstate and start back along the east side. Three
mles along, in the mddle of farm and, the snell of burned flesh rolls in the
wi ndow.

Cows, close to the pasture fence. | stop the car and get out. Fifteen
or sixteen Holsteins. By straining over the fence, | can see the bullet holes
in their heads. Sonebody herded themtogther, shot them one by one, and
started a half-hearted fire anong the bodies with neatly cut firewod. The
fire had gone out; it didn't look as if it was supposed to burn long. Just
| ong enough to attract attention that hadn't cone yet.

|'d never heard that cows could get hunman di seases. Wy had they been



shot ?

| get back in ny car and drove the rest of the way to Emerton Menori al

This side of town is deathly quiet. Gass grows unmowed in yard after
yard. One |arge, expensive house has ol d newspapers piled on the porch steps,
ten or twelve of them There are no kids waiting for school buses, no cars
pul ling out of driveways on the way to work. The hospital parking |ot has
huge enpty stretches between cars. At the last nminute | drive on through the
lot, parking instead across the street in sonebody's enpty driveway, under a
clunmp of trees.

Nobody sits at the information desk. The gift shop is | ocked. Nobody
speaks to me as | study the directory on the | obby wall, even though two
figures in gowns and masks hurry past. CH EF OF MEDI CINE, DR RANDOLF SATLER
Third floor, east wing. The elevator is deserted.

It stop at the second floor. Wen the doors open a man stands there, a
m ddl e-aged farner in overalls and work boots, his eyes red and swollen I|ike
he's been crying. There are tinted wi ndows across fromthe el evators and
can see the back of himreflected in the glass. Comng and going. From

somewhere | hear a voice calling, "Nurse, oh nourse, oh God..." A guerney
sits in hallway, the body on it covered by a sheet up to the neck. The man
in overalls |ooks at me and rai ses both hands to ward off the elevator, |ike

it's sonme kind of demon. He steps backward. The doors cl ose.

| grip the railing on the elevator wall.

The third floor |ooks enpty. Bright arrows |ead al ong the hallways:
yel  ow for PATHOLOGY and LAB SERVI CES, green for RESPI RATORY THERAPY, red for
SUPPORT SERVICES. | follow the yell ow arrow

It dead-ends at an enpty alcove with chairs, magazi nes thrown on the
floor. And three |ocked doors off a short corridor that's little nore than an
al cove.

| pick the farthest door and pound on it. No words, just regular bl ows

of my fist. After a mnute, | start on the second one. A voice calls, "Wo's
t here?"

| recognize the voice, even through the | ocked door. Even after
seventeen years. | shout, "Police! Open the door!"

And he does. The second it cracks, | shove it hard and push ny way
into the |ab.

" Elizabeth_?"

He's ol der, heavier, but still the sane. Dark hair, blue eyes...| look
at that face every day at dinner. 1've |looked at it at soccer matches, in

school plays, in his playpen. Dr. Satler |ooks nore shaken to see nme than
woul d have thought, his face white, sweat on his forehead.

"Hel | o, Randy."

"Elizabeth. You can't come in here. You have to
| eave -- "

"Because of the staph? Do you think | care about that? After all, I'm
in the hospital, right, Randy? This is where the endozine is. This place is
safe. Unless it gets blown up while |I'm standing here."

He stares at ny left hand, still gripping the doorknob behind nme. Then
at the gun in ny right hand. A seventeen-year-old Smith & Wesson, and for
five of those years the gun wasn't cleaned or oiled, hidden under my aunt's
garage. But it still fires.

"I"'mnot going to shoot you, Randy. | don't care if you're alive or
dead. But you're going to help me. | can't find ny son -- " _your son_
and Sylvia Goddard told me he's mxed up with that group that blew up the
bridge. He's hiding with them sonmepl ace, probably scared out of his skull
You know everybody in town, everybody with power, you're going to get on that
phone there and find out where Sean is."

"I would do that anyway," Randy says, and now he | ooks the way I
renmenber him inpatient and arrogant. But not conmpletely. There's stil
sweat on his pale face. "Put that stupid thing away, Elizabeth."

"No. "



"Ch, for..." He turns his back on nme and punches at the phone.

"Can? Randy Satler here. Could you...no, it's not about that...No.
Not yet."

Caneron Wtt. The mayor. H's son is chief of Enerton's five cops.

"I need a favor. There's a kid mssing...|l know that, Cam You don't
have to lecture _nme_ on how bad delay could...But you m ght know about this
kid. Sean Baker."

"Pul aski. Sean Pulaski." He doesn't even know that.

"Sean Pul aski. Yeah, that one...okay. Get back to nme...| told you.
_Not yet. " He hangs up. "Camwi |l hunt around and call back. Now will you
put that stupid gun away, Elizabeth?"

"You still don't say thank you for anything." The words just conme out.

Fuck, fuck, fuck

"To Cam or to you for not shooting me?" He says it evenly, and the
evenness is the only way |I finally see how furious he is. People don't order
around Dr. Randy Satler at gun point. A part of my m nd wonders why he
doesn't call security.

| said, "All right, I'"'mhere. Gve nme a dose of endozine, just in
case."

He goes on staring at me with that sane |evel, furious gaze. "Too
| ate, Elizabeth."”

"What do you nean, too |late? Haven't you got endozi ne?"

"Of course we do." Suddenly he staggers slightly, puts out one hand
behind him and holds onto a table covered with gl assware and papers.

"Randy. You're sick."

"I am And not with anything endozine is going to cure. Ah,

El i zabeth, why didn't you just phone me? 1|'d have | ooked for Sean for you."

"Ch, right. Like you' ve been so interested and hel pful in raising
him"

"You never asked nme."

| see that he neans it. He really believes his total |ack of contact
with his sonis ny fault. | see that Randy gives only what he's asked to. He
waits, lordly, for people to plead for his help, beg for it, and then he gives
it. If it suits him

| say, "I'll bet anything your kids with your wife are turning out
really scary."

The bl ood rushes to his face, and I know | guessed right. Hi s blue
eyes darken and he | ooks |ike Jack | ooks just before Jack expl odes. But Randy
isn't Jack. An explosion would be too clean for him He says instead, "You
were stupid to come here. Haven't you been listening to the news?"

| haven't.

"The CDC publicly announced just |ast night what medi cal personnel have
seen for weeks. A virulent strain of staphyl ococcus aureus has incorporated
endozi ne-resi stant plasm ds from enterococcus." He pauses to catch his
breath. "And pneunococcus may have done the sane thing."

"What does that nean?"

"It neans, you stupid woman, that now there are highly contagi ous
i nfections that we have no drugs to cure. No antibiotics at all, not even
endozine. This staph is resistant to themall. And it can |live everywhere."

| lower the gun. The enpty parking lot. No security to summon. The
man who woul dn't get on the elevator. And Randy's face. "And you've got it."

"We've all got it. Everyone...in the hospital. And for forcing your
way in here, you probably do, too."

"You're going to die," |I say, and it's half a hope.

And he smles .

He stands there in his white |ab coat, sweating |ike a horse, barely
able to stand up straight, alnmst shot by a worman he'd once abandoned
pregnant, and he smles. H's blue eyes gleam He looks like a picture |I once
saw in a book, back when | read a lot. It takes me a minute to renmenber that
it was ny high school Wrld Hi story book. A picture of sone general



"Everybody's going to die eventually," Randy says. "But not ne right

now. At least...l hope not." Casually he crosses the floor toward nme, and
step backward. He smiles again.

“"I"'mnot going to deliberately infect you, Elizabeth. I'ma _doctor_.
I just want the gun."

"No. "

"Have it your way. Look, how rmuch do you know about the bubonic plague
of the fourteenth century?"

"Not hing," | say, although | do. Wy had | always acted stupider
around Randy than | actually anf

"Then it won't nean anything to you to say that this nutated staph has

at least that rmuch potential -- " again he paused and gul ped air " for
rapid and fatal transmission. It flourishes everywhere. Even on doorknobs."
"So why the fuck are you _smiling_?" Al exander. That was the picture
of the general. Al exander the Geat.
"Because |...because the CDC distributed...l was on the national team

to discover. .. H s face changes again. Goes even whiter. And he pitches
over onto the floor.

| grab him roll himface up, and feel his forehead. He's burning up
| bolt for the door. "Nurse! Doctor! There's a sick doctor here!"

Nobody cones.

I run down the corridors. Respiratory Therapy is enpty. So is Support
Services. | jab at the elevator button, but before it comes | run back to
Randy.

And stand above him lying there crunpled on the floor, |aboring to
br eat he.

|'d dreaned about a monent |like this for years. Dreaned it waking and
asleep, in Enerton and in Bedford Hills and in Jack's arms. Dreaned it in a
t housand ridi cul ous nel odramatic versions. And here it is, Randy hel pl ess and
pl eadi ng, and me strong, standing over him free to walk away and |l et himdie.
Free.

| wing out a towel in cold water and put it on his forehead. Then
find ice in the refrigerator in a corner of the lab and substitute that. He
wat ches ne, his breathing wheezy as ol d machinery.

"Elizabeth. Bring me...syringe in a box on...that table."

| doit. "Who should | get for you, Randy? Were?"

"Nobody. I'mnot...as bad...as | sound. Yet. Just the
initial...dyspnea." He picks up the syringe.

"I's there nedicine for you in there? | thought you said endozi ne
woul dn't work on this newinfection." His color is alittle better now.

"Not medicine. And not for ne. For you."
He | ooks at nme steadily. And | see that Randy woul d never plead, never
admt to hel pl essness. Never ever think of hinmself as hel pl ess.

He | owers the hand hol ding the syringe back to the floor. "Listen
El i zabeth. You have...al nost certainly have..."
Sonmewhere, distantly, a siren starts to wail. Randy ignores it. All

of a sudden his voice becones much firmer, even though he's sweating again and
his eyes burn bright with fever. O sonething.

"This staph is resistant to everything we can throwit. W cultured it
and tried. Cephal osporins and am nogl ycosi des and vanconycin, even

endozine...l'll go into grampositive septic shock..." H's eyes glaze, but
after a monent he seenms to find his thought again. "W exhausted all points
of counterattack. Cell wall, bacterial ribosome, folic acid pathway.

M crobes just evolve countermeasures. Like beta-Ilactanase.”
| don't understand this |anguage. Even talking to hinself, he's naking

me feel stupid again. | ask something | do understand.
"Why are people killing cows? Are the cows sick, too?"
He focuses again. "Cows? No, they're not sick. Farners use massive

doses of antibiotics to increase meat and nil k production. Agricultural use of
endozi ne has increased the rate of resistance devel opment by over a thousand



percent since -- Elizabeth, this is irrelevant! Can't you pay attention to
what |'m saying for three m nutes?"

| stand up and | ook down at him Iying shivering on the floor. He
doesn't even seemto notice, just keep on |ecturing.

"But antibiotics weren't invented by hunans. They were invented by the
nm cr obes thensel ves to use...against each other and...they had two billion
years of evolution at it before we even showed up...W should have -- where
are you goi ng?"

"Home. Have a nice life, Randy."

He says quietly, "I probably will. But if...you |eave now, you're
probably dead. And your husband and kids, too."

"Why? Damm it, stop lecturing and tell ne why!"

"Because you're infected, and there's no antibiotic for it, but there

_is_ another bacteria that will attack the drug-resistant staph.”

I look at the syringe in his hand.

"It's a Trojan horse plasmd. That's a...never nmnd. It can get into
the staph in your blood and deliver a |lethal gene. One that will kill the
staph. It's an incredible discovery. But the only way to deliver it so far

is to deliver the whole bacteria."

My knees all of a sudden get shaky. Randy watches ne fromhis position
on the floor. He |ookes shakier hinself. H s breathing turns raspier again.

"No, you're not sick yet, Elizabeth. But you will be."

| snap, "Fromthe staph gerns or fromthe cure?"

"Bot h."

"You want to make ne sicker. Wth two bacteria. And hope one will
kill the other."

"Not hope. | _know_. | actually saw. ..it on the el ectrom crograph..."
Hs eyes roll, refocus. "...could package just the lethal plasnmd on a
transpon if we had tine...no tine. Has to be the whole bacteria.” And t hen
stronger, "The CDC teamis working on it. But _|_ actually caught it on the
el ectrom crograph!"

| say, before | know I'mgoing to, "Stop congratul ating yourself and
give me the syringe. Before you die."

| nmove across the floor toward him put nmy arnms around himto prop him
in a sitting position against the table leg. H's whole body feels on fire.
But sonehow he keeps his hands steady as he injects the syringe into the
inside of ny elbow \Wile it drains sickness into ne | say, "You never
actually wanted me, did you, Randy? Even before Sean?"

"No," he says. "Not really." He drops the syringe.

| bend my arm "You're a rotten human being. Al you care about is
yoursel f and your work."
He smiles the sane cold smle. "So? M work is what matters. In a

| arger sense than you could possibly imagine. You were always a weak
sentinmentalist, Elizabeth. Now, go hone."

"Go _hone_? But you said..."

"I said you'd infect everyone. And you will -- with the bacteria that
attacks staph. It should cause only a fairly mld illness.

Jenner...small pox..."

"But you said | have the nutated staph, too!"

"You al npost certainly do. Yes... And so will everyone else, before
long. Deaths.. in New York State al one...passed one nillion this norning.
Six and a half percent of the...the population...Did you really think you
could hide on your side of...the...river..."

"Randy!"

"Co...hone."

| strip off his lab coat and wad it up for a pillow, bring nore ice
fromthe refrigerator, try to get himto drink some water

"CGo...home. Kiss everybody." He smiles to hinself, and starts to
shake with fever. H's eyes close.

| stand up again. Should | go? Stay? |If I could find someone in the



hospital to take care of him--

The phone rings. | seize it. "Hello? Hello?"
"Randy? Excuse me, can | talk to Dr. Satler? This is Cameron Wtt."
| try to sound professional. "Dr. Satler can't come to the phone right

now. But if you're calling about Sean Pul aski, Dr. Satler asked nme to take
t he nessage."

"I don't...oh, all right. Just tell Randy the Pul aski boy is wth
Ri chard and Sylvia James. He'll understand." The line clicks.

| replace the receiver and stare at Randy, fighting for breath on the
floor, his face as gray as Sean's when Sean realized it was nurder he'd gotten
i nvol ved with. No, not as gray. Because Sean had been terrified, and Randy
is only sick.

My work is what matters_.

But how had Sean known to go to Sylvia? Even if he knew from Ceci who
was on the other side, how did he know whi ch people would hide him would
protect himwhen | could not, Jack could not? Sylvia-and-Elizabeth. How nmuch
did Sean actually know about the past I'd tried so hard to keep from touching
hi n?

| reach the elevator, ny finger al nost touching the button, when the
first explosion rocks the hospital

It's in the west wing. Through the wi ndows opposite the el evator banks
| see windows in the far end of the building expl ode outward. Thick greasy
bl ack snmoke billows out the holes. Al arns begin to screech

_Don't touch the elevators._ Instructions renenbered from hi gh school
from grade-school fire drills. | race along the hall to the fire stairs.

VWhat if they put a bonb in the stairwell? What if _who_ put a bonb in the
stairwell? _Alot of people in dark clothing cross the back | awn and quietly
enter Dan and Ceci's house next door, carrying bul ky packages w apped in bl ack
cl ot h.

A last glinpse through a wi ndow by the door to the firestairs. People
are running out of the building, not many, but the ones | see are pushing
guerneys. A nurse staggers outside, three small children in her arnms, on her
hip, clinging to her back.

They aren't setting off any nore bonbs until people have a chance to
get out.

| let the fire door close. Alarms scream | run back to Pathol ogy and
shove open the heavy door

Randy lies on the floor, sweating and shivering. H s |ips nove but if

he's nuttering aloud, | can't hear it over the alarm | tug on his arm He
doesn't resist and he doesn't help, just lies |like a heavy dead cow.
There are no guerneys in Pathology. | slap himacross the face,

yelling "Randy! Randy! Get up!" Even now, even here, a snall part of ny
mnd thrills at hitting him

Hi s eyes open. For a second, | think he knows me. |t goes away, then
returns. He tries to get up. The effort is enough to let me hoist himover
nmy shoulder in a fireman's carry. | could never have carried Jack, but Randy
is much slighter, and |I'mvery strong.

But | can't carry himdown three flights of stairs. | get himto the
top, prop himup on his ass, and shove. He slides down one flight, bunping
and flailing, and glares at ne for a mnute. "For...God' s sake...Janet!"

Hs wife's nane. | don't think about this tiny glinpse of his
marriage. | give him another shove, but he grabs the railing and refuses to
fall. He hauls himself -- I'Il never know how -- back to a sitting position

and | sit next to him Together, ny armaround his waist, tugging and
pul ling, we both descend the stairs the way two-year-olds do, on our asses.
Every second |'mwaiting for the stairwell to blow up. Sean's gray face at
di nner: _Fucking vigilantes'l| get us all._

The stairs don't blow up. The firedoor at the bottom gives out on a
sidewal k on the side of the hospital away from both street and parking |ot.
As soon as we're outside, Randy bl acks out.



This time | do what | should have done upstairs and grab hi munder the
arnpits. | drag himover the grass as far as | can. Sweat and hair fall in
nmy eyes, and ny vision keeps blurring. Dimy |I'maware of sonmeone running
toward us.

"It's Dr. Satler! Ch ny CGod!"

A man. A large man. He grabs Randy and hoi sts hi mover his shoul der,
a fireman's carry a | ot smoother than mine, barely glancing at ne. | stay
behi nd them and, at the first buildings, run in a wide |loop away fromthe
hospi t al

My car is still in the deserted driveway across the street. Fire
trucks add their sirens to the noise. Wen they' ve torn past, | back ny car
out of the driveway and push nmy foot to the floor, just as a second bonb bl ows
in the east wing of the hospital, and then another, and the air is full of
flying debris as thick and sharp as the noi se that goes on and on and on

* * * %

Three mles along the East River Road, it suddenly catches up with me. Al of

it. | pull the car off the road and I can't stop shaking. Only a few trucks
pass ne, and nobody stops. It's twenty nminutes before | can start the engi ne
again, and there has never been a twenty mnutes like themin ny life, not
even in Bedford. At the end of them | pray that there never will be again.

| turn on the radio as soon as |'ve started the engine.

" -- in another hospital bombing in New York City, St. Care's Hospita
in the heart of Manhattan. Bel eagured police officials say that a shortage of
avai | abl e of ficers make inpossible the kind of protection called for by Mayor
Thomas Fl anagan. No group has claimed credit for the bonbi ng, which caused
fires that spread to nearby businesses and at | east one apartnment house.

"Since the Centers for Di sease Control's announcenent |ast night of a
wi despread staphyl ococcus resistant to endozine, and its sinultaneous rel ease
of an energency counterbacteria in twenty-five netropolitan areas around the
country, the violence has worsened in every city transmitting reliable reports
to Atlanta. A spokesperson for the national team of pathol ogists and
scientists responsible for the drastic counterneasure rel eased an additiona
set of guidelines for its use. The spokesperson declined to be identified, or
to identify any of the doctors on the team citing fear of reprisals if -- "

A burst of static. The voice disappears, replaced by a shrill hum

I turn the dial carefully, looking for another station w th news.

* * * %
By the time | reach the west side of Enerton, the streets are deserted.
Everyone has retreated inside. It |ooks Iike the nei ghborhoods around the
hospital |ook. Had |ooked. M body still doesn't feel sick

I nstead of going straight home, | drive the deserted streets to the
Food Mart.

The parking lot is as enpty as everywhere el se. But the basket is
still there, weighted with stones. Now the stones hold down a pile of
letters. The top one is addressed in blue Magic Marker: TO DR BENNETT. The
hal f-buried wine bottle holds a fresh bouquet, chrysanthemuns from sonebody's
garden. Nearby a foot-high Arerican flag sticks in the ground, beside a white
candl e on a styrofoam plate, a stone crucifex, and a Barbie doll dressed |like
an angel. Saran Wap covers a | eat her-bound copy of _The Prophet_ . There are
al so five anti-NRA stickers, a pile of seashells, and a battered peace sign on
a gold chain Iike a necklace. The peace sign |ooks older than I am

When | get home, Jack is still asleep

| stand over him as a few hours ago | stood over Randy Satler. |
t hi nk about how Jack visited me in prison, week after week, naking the |ong
drive fromEnerton even in the bad winter weather. About how he'd sit smiling
at me through the thick glass in the visitors' room his hands with their
grease-stained fingers resting on his knees, smiling even when we coul dn't
think of anything to say to each other. About how he clutched ny hand in the
delivery room when Jackie was born, and the | ook on his face when he first
hel d her. About the ook on his face when | told him Sean was m ssing: the



sly, secret, not-ny-kid triunph. And | think about the two sets of gerns in
ny body, readying for war.

I bend over and kiss Jack full on the I|ips.

He stirs a little, half wakes, reaches for ne. | pull away and go into
the bat hroom where | use his toothbrush. | don't rinse it. Wuen | return
he's asl eep agai n.

| drive to Jackie's school, to retrieve ny daughter. Together, we wll
go to Sylvia CGoddard's -- Sylvia James's -- and get Sean. |'ll visit with
Sylvia, and shake her hand, and kiss her on the cheek, and touch everything
can. \Wen the kids are safe at honme, |'Il visit Ceci and tell her |'ve
t hought it over and | want to help fight the overuse of antibiotics that's
killing us. 1'll touch her, and anyone el se there, and everyone that either
Sylvia or Ceci introduces ne to, until | get too sick to do that. |If | get
that sick. Randy said | wouldn't, not as sick as he is. O course, Randy has
lied to ne before. But | have to believe himnow, on this.

I don't really have any choice. Yet.
* * * %

A month later, | amon ny way to Al bany to bring back another dose of the
counterbacteria, which the news calls "a reengi neered prokaryote." They're
careful not to call it a germ

| listen to the news every hour now, although Jack doesn't like it. O
anything else I'mdoing. | read, and | study, and now | know what prokaryotes
are, and beta-lactanmase, and plasm ds. | know how bacteria fight to survive,

evol vi ng whatever they need to wi pe out the conpetition and go on producing
the next generation. That's all that matters to bacteria. Survival by their
own Ki nd.

And that's what Randy Satler nmeant, too, when he said, "My work is what
matters." Triunph by his own kind. It's what Ceci believes, too. And Jack

We bring in the reengi neered prokaryotes in convoys of cars and trucks,
because in sone other places there's been trouble. People who don't
under st and, people who won't understand. People whose famly got a |lot sicker
than mne. The violence isn't over, even though the CDC says the epidenic
itself is starting to cone under control

I"'mearly. The convoy hasn't forned yet. W |eave froma different
place in town each tine. This time we're neeting behind the Ameri can Bow .

Sean is already there, with Sylvia. | take a short detour and drive, for the
last time, to the Food Mart.

The basket is gone, with all its letters to the dead man. So are the
American flag and the peace sign. The crucifex is still there, but it's

broken in half. The latest flowers in the wine bottle are half wilted. Rain
has rmuddi ed the Barbie doll's dress, and her |ong blonde hair is a ness.
Soneone ripped up the anti-NRA stickers. The white candle on a styrofoam
pl ate and the pile of seashells are untouched.

W are not bacteria. Mre than survival matters to us, or should. The
i ndi vi dual past, which we can't escape, no matter how hard we try. The
i ndi vidual present, with its unsafe choices. The individual future. And the
col l ective one.

| search in my pockets. Nothing but keys, noney clip, lipstick
tissues, a blue marble I nust have stuck in ny pocket when | cl eaned behind
the couch. Jackie |ikes marbles.

| put the marble beside the candle, check my gun, and drive to join the
convoy for the city.
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